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Abstract
The popular music and dance called salsa is often associated with Latin 
America and the Spanish speaking Caribbean. The bulk of the writing on 
salsa emphasises the role it plays in constructing and maintaining what 
are described as Latin identities.
Recently Salsa clubs have emerged in the UK, but much of the previous 
work is of limited relevance because it often overlooks a number of 
crucial points. Firstly, Latin identity refers to a vague social construction 
that is analytically unstable. Secondly, both salsa and its antecedents 
have been distributed throughout the world for most of the last century. 
Hence through cultural globalisation the supposedly fixed connection 
between salsa and Latin identity are challenged by new connections. 
Most importantly much of this previous work focuses on the music as a 
symbolic text rather than the dance as a social performance and thus 
neglects the social benefits available from the practice of dancing salsa in 
the here and now.
Pierre Bourdieu's ideas on the relationship between Habitus, non­
economic capital and social fields have been the theoretical inspiration for 
this study which uses ethnographic observation, interviews and analysis 
of flyers from London salsa clubs to explore the resources that salsa 
dancing offers its practitioners for the construction of identity.
This thesis concludes that the resources salsa provides lie mainly in the 
consequences of its practice rather than its symbolic meanings. Dancers 
enforce forms of cultural capital that play to their own strengths and 
exclude other groups. Therefore the findings suggest that the 
appropriation of salsa in London's clubs merely reinforces existing 
patterns of dominance by shifting the authority to a local interpretation of 
the practice of salsa. Thus in this social field, cultural capital can be fluid 
and fragile as the various sub groups struggle to sway the aesthetic 
decisions on which it is based to support their own claims of ownership 
and identity. In this sense London's salsa dancers have appropriated, not 
the music or dance, but the authority to improvise rather than imitate 
dance as a marker of identity that they come to think of as their own.
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Chapter 1
Introduction and overview: The Spirit of Latin America 
in the Heart of London?
This thesis is about how identity can be constructed through leisure 
activities. The main argument is that social dancing can be a means 
through which identities are expressed and constructed, social 
groups formed and that the rudiments of social exclusion can be 
found in apparently mundane and benign social settings such as 
dance clubs. The question that drives this study is, what does 
dancing come to mean to dancers and how do these meanings guide 
their identity construction especially when they perceive themselves 
in relation to their peers?
The social dancing through which these issues are explored is Salsa, a 
type of music and dance, that is associated with Latin America and 
the Caribbean and which has recently also become popular in a 
network of London nightclubs. These clubs have become prominent 
in London and a glance through listings magazines such as "Time 
Out" shows that a substantial minority of venues offer Salsa or 
related Latin music.
So near and yet so foreign
Many previous studies on Salsa (Singer 1983, Duany 1984, Manuel 
1994, Padilla 1995, Ospina 1995) usually focus on the music rather 
than the audience and have often presumed that the music is "Latin"
and then explore how the activities connected with the music 
reinforce this predefined "Latin" identity.
This approach suffers from two shortcomings: it rules out the validity 
of other perceptions of Salsa, and takes certain unquestioned social 
constructions (such as Latin) for granted. As a result by framing their 
enquiry in these terms such studies merely collude with the 
promotion of a particular construction of Salsa, rather than 
questioning the basis of these social constructions and how they 
might be used for example the authority that they might bestow on 
particular audiences.
(
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When applied to the study of 
Salsa outside Latin America, this 
approach tends to promote the 
practice of Salsa as a perfect 
reproduction of Latin American 
culture that somehow remains 
unaffected by local cultural 
practice. This idea is repeated 
within the clubs and some clubs 
do at times portray themselves as 
evoking the "Spirit of Latin 
America in the heart of London".
Figure 1. The sprit of Latin America
This type of thinking and marketing implies ideas that are common 
in science fiction as if walking into a Salsa club could magically 
transport the dancer across the world to a Salsa club in an exotic 
location in Latin America, untouched by the staid familiarity of the 
local. There seems to be an unquestioning acceptance that these 
meanings are stable and that the local interpretation of Salsa
necessarily connects with Salsa 's global manifestation. But this 
argument is not entirely believable, and more importantly it may 
directly reinforce certain claims of ownership and benefit certain 
audiences over others. Therefore as this argument seems to be a 
device that bolsters the authority of some of the many contested 
meanings of Salsa, this thesis seeks to question these meanings rather 
than collude with them and strengthen their position.
Therefore this thesis begins with a blank sheet, and rather than asking 
how does Salsa strengthen particular identities, it asks what does 
Salsa offer, and how might the consumption of this globally 
distributed cultural product contribute to the construction of identity 
among its audience locally? As a result, the extent to which those 
cultural products retain their meaning or change as they are 
assimilated into new contexts is central to this thesis. Furthermore 
this raises the possibility that the identities available locally from the 
consumption of Salsa, can be independent from the Latin American 
identities that have been previously associated with Salsa and have 
been reinforced by much of the previous literature.
Challenging previous work?
Pursuing this position presents a dilemma, because it challenges the 
position adopted by much of the literature on which this study is 
built, (for example Singer 1983, Duany 1984, Manuel 1994, Padilla 
1995). In particular this thesis has been written following some 
apparently very similar work on Salsa clubs, which highlighted the 
construction, and embodiment of Latin identities in London's Salsa 
clubs (Roman Velazquez 2002, 1999). This study owes a debt to 
Roman Velazquez's work, which shall be referred to repeatedly as it
has chronicled the dance scene in the early 1990s. Roman Velazquez 
initiates her discussion of Salsa in terms of globalisation processes in 
the attempts to reproduce Latin American cultural practices in 
London, which included Salsa, football and the construction of Latin 
dominated shopping areas. In contrast this thesis examines the local 
re-interpretation and modification of Salsa in London's clubs and 
specifically the use of the symbolic resources it provides on the dance 
floor.
To summarise the differences between these studies, Roman 
Velazquez's work showed how Salsa may be used to build Latim 
identities in London, while this thesis shows how Salsa can be used to 
enhance the position of London's Salsa audience. Some of London's 
dancers may be globally conscious in their performance of Salsa, but 
they benefit from the practical advantages of dancing Salsa in the 
here and now of London's clubs.
This study questions the arguments over Latin identity and the 
techniques that dancers use to strengthen their authority. As a 
consequence this study does not look for the construction of Latin 
identities (a question that was relevant during Roman Velazquez's 
fieldwork) but examines a wider range of identities that may be 
constructed by attending Salsa clubs and knowing one's place in 
them and the effort to adapt to this.
This study therefore uses a different approach that examines the 
conflict and cultural struggles that are apparent in the clubs. Also 
rather than merely apply studies of Cuba or Colombia to British clubs 
this study draws on studies of consumption and "British" clubs such 
as Thornton's (1995) work on dance events in the UK. This leads to
1 As the thesis is written in English the term Latin is used as opposed to Latino unless the author cited uses Latino
the theoretical framework set out by Pierre Bourdieu; his work on 
consumption and aesthetics and various forms of non-economic 
capital through which dancers strengthen their authority.
Overview of thesis
This thesis is presented in 10 further chapters each covering different 
themes that interact and overlap to some degree.
Following this introduction, chapter 2 examines the histories of Salsa 
and explores the dominant case for the "authentic" and Latin roots of 
Salsa. This chapter is more anthropological as this has been the main 
approach to studying the social aspects of Salsa and related genres. 
An old Cuban theory of transculturation is examined because it has 
been used previously to understand Salsa as a creolised genre, and 
because the weaknesses of this application call for an entirely 
different approach. This chapter therefore provides some 
understanding of the arguments that informants (and academics) 
draw on in their constructions of Salsa.
Chapter 3 is more theoretical and explores the debates surrounding 
cultural globalisation and assimilation. In addition this chapter 
introduces Thornton's approach to club dancing which directly leads 
to the central theoretical guide for this study, the work of the late 
Pierre Bourdieu whose theoretical framework is drawn on and 
responded to throughout the thesis.
This points out how dance can construct identities because it can 
reveal the embodied self. Again Bourdieu's work is used, in 
particular the idea that identities are expressed as a response to social
expectations that are imposed by social structure but to which 
individuals simultaneously contribute. Finally Malbon's (1999) work 
leads to a consideration of a clubbing and dancing as a form of 
consumption and by implication that Salsa 's contribution to identity 
may be that it can symbolise a pattern of consumption and 
demonstrate social position as part of a package of consumption or 
lifestyle.
Chapter 4 presents a case for the sources of data, data collection and 
analytical techniques. Ethnographic observation describes how Salsa 
can be experienced, interviews show how Salsa can be perceived, and 
how it can be used to perceive the social world and club flyers show 
how Salsa is presented. This chapter is the most subjective and I 
reflect on how my own biography and relationship with Salsa might 
have impacted on the data collection process.
The remainder of the thesis presents ata from London's Salsa clubs. 
Chapter 5 provides a brief history of Salsa from informants' accounts. 
This orientates the reader with the sequence of events that is referred 
to in the interviews.
Chapter 6 presents an ethnographic account of Salsa clubs that places 
the reader in a club and evokes the feelings and emotions that might 
be experienced in such a club. This subjective account also places my 
former insider knowledge of this environment in context as I no 
longer participate and so uses the perspective of a retired insider.
Chapter 7 shows various techniques through which dancers 
manipulate Salsa 's symbolic meanings in order to increase their 
authority, undermine their peers and create symbolic distance from 
the mainstream.
Chapter 8 describes the classificatory schema dancers use to place 
themselves in relation to their peers. This also introduces the idea 
that some Salsa practitioners pursue a specialist lifestyle that revolves 
around their club activities and a pattern of acceptable consumption 
that includes dance, music, clothing and holidays.
Chapter 9 shows how dancers attempt to increase the value of their 
specialist Salsa related knowledge and skills in order to surpass their 
rivals in the clubs. This chapter most closely refers to Bourdieu's 
forms of capital and describes how these can be applied within Salsa 
clubs.
Chapter 10 uses a range of club flyers and images of Salsa from those 
that evoke the exotic, sensual to those that draw on locally generated 
authority using local vernacular that might seem more at home in a 
local RnB club.
Chapter 11 concludes the thesis by drawing together the main 
themes. This highlights how dancers develop a close relationship 
with Salsa. Once they have achieved this valuable skill they attempt 
to preserve its value by maintaining an environment where it is 
valued and this leads to symbolic conflict. Bourdieu's cultural 
conflict model is combined with an understanding of Salsa as a 
creolized and globalised cultural resource in a local setting. In this 
way this thesis describes how the consumption of globally distributed 
cultural products can contribute to the construction of identity among 
its audience.
Chapter 2
A history of Salsa
MAMA SON DE LA LOMA
Mama I want to know 
where those singers are from 
I find them very elegant 
and I want to meet them 
with their fascinating songs 
that I want to learn
Where could they be from? 
Could they be from Santiago?? 
Could they be from Havana 
The sovereign land
Mama they are [Son] from the hills 
Mama they sing on the plains
Mother, they are [Son] from the hills 
but they sing it on the plains...
Miguel Matamoros 1922
This study explores how a leisure activity can be used in the 
construction of identity using the example of Salsa, a music and 
dance, that has been popular throughout Latin America and the 
Caribbean and latterly prominent in some British dance clubs, and 
the thesis focuses on identity construction for London Salsa dancers.
As such the most important aspect of this thesis is how clubbing fits 
into dancer's lives and impact on their identity construction. 
Therefore this thesis centres on the here and now of London clubs 
rather than distant and historical cultural practices. Yet the literature 
and informant's narratives share a theme that Salsa and related
genres are connected to place, that is often traced to Latin America 
and ultimately to Cuba in particular. Therefore although the details 
of Salsa 's history are not central to the main argument, the work 
would be incomplete without an appreciation of some of this history. 
Also while the common narratives used in relation to Salsa emphasise 
a connection to place, the history of the music actually emphasises its 
movement and like the itinerant troubadours mentioned above in Son 
de la loma (Matamoros 1922) the theme of this history is that music is 
conceived in one location and performed and consumed in another.
For this reason Salsa 's musical trajectories are reviewed in this 
chapter to provide some background and context to the accounts that 
informants draw on and reproduce when they describe their 
relationship with Salsa.
The dominant narrative of authenticity
One particular theme that unites the previous studies of Salsa as a 
social practice is that they are primarily concerned with establishing a 
connection between Salsa and various locations that are thought to 
have produced original or authentic Salsa. To this end even those 
studies that acknowledge that Salsa may have formed connections 
with new locations (other than some authentic source) are still intent 
on identifying a trajectory between these new locations and the 
original source, which is ultimately usually Cuba. Despite the 
attempts to connect Salsa or its antecedents to various locations, the 
main impression from this work is that music moves easily and form 
connections to new locations that eventually come to rival the 
'authentic' source.
Salsa and place
The connections between Salsa and particular locations are based on 
the idea that it is thought to have originated in those locations or 
enjoyed long-term and widespread popularity there. Cuba is often 
connected with Salsa, because Salsa derives many of its definitive 
rhythms (for example, clave, matriz or tumbao and cascara) from 
various forms of Cuban music and in particular Son Montuno also 
known as Son (Alen 1994, Manuel 1995). In addition the two-part 
structure of composed verses followed by a section of call and 
response improvisations was introduced to Salsa from Son Montuno 
(Alen 1994).
Son, Cuba's dominant creole music
Son is a Cuban music originating in the 1890s in Santiago, Oriente 
(meaning eastern Cuba) and often called "monte adentro" or the 
interior highlands (Alen 1994, Waxer 2002,1994, Robins 1990). Son is 
a creole music that draws on African and European music but was 
predominantly played by and for poor Afro-Cubans and formerly 
thought of as vulgar by the ruling lighter skinned elite (Robbins 
1990). Son was eventually brought to Havana (that was reputedly 
less racist, Waxer 1994) in 1909 by soldiers who were deliberately 
moved from their homelands to prevent insurrection (Orovio 1981). 
The displacement of soldiers facilitated the mixing of different 
Eastern and Western forms of music around the island. One result 
was that despite its former association with the poor, in twenty years 
Son came to be popular throughout Cuba and even attracted a 'white' 
upper class following.
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In a sense the music of the margins came to dominate the 
cosmopolitan centre. To compare this to British geography, Santiago 
and the capital Havana are at opposite ends of Cuba, which is about 
the size of Britain, (though lying East to West rather than North to 
South). Therefore for Son to dominate Havana is equivalent to 
Northumbrian pipe music displacing London's most popular music. 
It has also been proposed that the two-part structure of verses 
followed by improvisation allowed Son to incorporate various other 
genres within itself and that this helped it appeal to a wider audience 
(Waxer 1994). As Son absorbed its contemporaries it formed many 
hybrid variants including Son Montuno, (the eastern Cuban 
'mountain style') Pregon Son (drawing on street vendors chants), 
Guajira Son (drawing on melancholy rural music), Guaracha Son 
(often comical with a different verse structure). Son Guaguanco 
(which absorbed Rumba Guaguanco and a Son Habanero, in which 
Son combined with the Habanera. But before seeing the spread of 
Son as a triumph of the periphery over the centre it must be 
remembered that Son only dominated Cuba after it had been 
championed by the dominant section of society; the white elite 
(Robbins 1995).
Son takes Cuba
By the time Miguel Matamoros had obtained the first copyright on a 
Son, called "Mama son de la loma" in 1922, the genre had become 
popular throughout Cuba (Robbins 1990, Waxer 1994). 
Coincidentally and appropriately the lyric of "Son de la loma" 
(shown above) shows an awareness that the mobility of the music 
was worthy of comment because it notes that troubadours would 
come down from the hills, "la loma", to sing their unusual Son in the
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lowlands. The singer questions the origins of the troubadours and 
their exoticism is a significant part of their appeal. Matamoros also 
uses the phonetically identical Son and the term son (meaning "they 
are from"), so reaffirming Son s origins in the mountains every time 
the lyric is repeated.
The popularity of Son is also described as coinciding with an 
increased interest in Afro-Cubanismo and Negritud, in fact Robbins 
(1995) attributes Son's popularity at that time to the music's 
awareness of the oppressed Afro-Cuban proletariat and he reads the 
popularity of Son as a sign of greater acceptance of Afro-Cubans. At 
this time, musicians such as Arsenio Rodriguez re-introduced more 
overtly African elements into Son such as the conga drums that had 
previously been associated with lower class black culture.
Afro-Cuban music, Afro-Cuban acceptance?
It is however contradictory that the popularity of Son is presented as 
an example of the wider acceptance of Afro-Cubans as this period 
also saw the concurrent marginalization of Afro-Cuban Rumba 
(Havana's secular Afro-Cuban genre that emerged in the 1890s after 
the abolition of slavery) which and featured percussion, voices and 
the two-part structure, which was later, incorporated into Son (Alén 
1994). But unlike Son, Rumba sounded more African and overtly 
evoked lower socio economic Afro-Cuban groups. Like other aspects 
of Afro-Cuban culture Rumba was often suppressed, for example, in 
the early 20th century Afro-Cubans risked prosecution for street 
performances of certain forms of rumba, and Afro-Cuban comparsa 
processions (from which the seemingly frivolous conga line is 
derived) were prohibited in Cuba until the 1930s (Moore 1995).
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The musical repression of Afro-Cubans
However cabaret Rumba escaped the suppression of Afro-Cuban 
genres and during the US prohibition era when Cuba attracted many 
US tourists, cabaret Rumba flourished. Cabaret Rumba differed from 
the folk variety in that it featured lewd "sainetes" (plays) often 
portraying racial stereotypes to a racially segregated male audience. 
The music itself wasn't always Rumba and the references to black 
music were through caricatured rumberas and lyrics sung in a mock 
black dialect about the slum areas (Moore 1995). The result is that 
these caricatures of Rumba of sexual exhibitionism and titillation 
became the main symbols of Cuban music outside Cuba.
While Rumba was suppressed and "refined". Son came to be seen as 
"Cubanisimo"; the essence of multicultural Cuba. Afro-Cuban 
performers found that they could be accepted as Soneros but their 
popularity as Rumberos was not as widespread. This led many 
performers to disguise Rumba within Son as Afro-Cuban musicians 
adapted to middle class Cuban and international tastes. For example. 
Steward (1999) notes that the dance routines performed by the Son 
singer Benny More were derived from Rumba.
Outside Cuba Son would be known as Rhumba (spelt differently here 
to distinguish it from Afro-Cuban Rumba) but the namesake Rumba 
that emerged from the streets of Havana never shared Son's 
international popularity. There was however some blurring of the 
genres, from the 1930s and 1950s in Son lyrics steadily increased the 
references to Rumba Guaguanco (Waxer 1994) and in the mid 1940s 
traditional Rumba was re-appropriated by Afro-Cubans as a 
confident expression of Afro-Cuban culture and Rumba rhythms 
began to be incorporated into Son.
13
Moore sees in rumba's history the struggle of Cubans to 
acknowledge their cultural diversity and create a national unity. The 
interrelation between these genres can be seen to demonstrate the 
struggles to devise representative national symbols. While 
multicultural Son assimilated the minorities into itself, the defiantly 
Afro-centric Rumba struggled to maintain its Afro-Cuban identity.
Mambo; Cuban music from outside Cuba
Son did not obliterate all minor Cuban music, a number of other 
traditions survived, among them Danzon, Danzon itself was 
interesting because although it is thought of as Cuban it was derived 
from the charanga or tumba francesa, which came to eastern Cuba 
with refugees from the Haitian revolution (Alén 1990, Gerard and 
Shelter 1989).
Danzon was often played for the white urban elite by black musicians 
(Waxer 1994), in 1938 Orestes Lopez composed a Danzon with an 
improvised ending that became known as the Mambo. This 
incorporated elements from other genres, such as conga drums from 
rumba, anticipated bass and cowbell from Son, giving the early 
Mambo the feel and pace of Son.
Charanga ensembles soon adopted Danzon-Mambo and when 
separate Mambos were recorded without the Danzon section a new 
genre was formed which would eventually challenge the popularity 
of Son (Waxer 1994). Thus Danzon-Mambo survived by 
incorporating elements of the dominant Cuban music; Son.
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Multicultural Cuban soup
The above suggests that a dominant group can co-opt the cultural 
products of marginal groups, while imposing aesthetic constraints. 
But an alternative way of looking at Cuban cultural history was 
proposed by the Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz who carried 
out extensive fieldwork observing Afro-Cuban musical practice. 
Ortiz's ideas have been used explicitly and implicitly in studies of 
Salsa and have been inherited by studies of forms of music and so his 
work is explored here where it provides another insight into Cuban 
multicultural practice.
Ortiz (1995) devised the term " transculturation" to stress both the 
African and Spanish input in creating a distinct Cuban culture. In 
"Cuban counterpoint" (1995) he describes the term.
I am going to take the liberty of employing for the first time the term 
transculturation, fully aware of the fact that it is a neologism ... [the 
word transculturation better expresses the different phases of the 
process of transition from one culture to another, because this does 
not consist merely in acquiring another culture, which is lohat the 
English word acculturation really implies; but the process also 
necessarily involves the loss or uprooting of the previous culture, 
which could be defined as a déculturation. In addition it carries the 
idea of consequent creation of new cultural phenomena, which could 
be called neoculturation. [...] The concept of transculturation is 
fundamental and indispensable to an understanding of the history of 
Cuba ... especially in Cuba, whose history, more than that of any 
other county of America, is an intense, complex, unbroken process of 
transculturation of human groups, all in a state of transition ...p33
Ortiz wanted to overcome the idea that Afro-Cubans were culturally 
marginalized and passively acculturated into the dominant colonial 
culture, but instead were active in its creation. This process involved 
the partial acquisition other cultures and loss of the former culture to 
create a heterogeneous ensemble rather than a single syncretic culture 
(Yudice 1992).
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Spitta (1995) describes transcultural change as a threefold process: 
partial loss of culture by each group, assimilation of elements from 
other groups and the creation of a new culture. Ortiz described the 
result of this cultural blend using the metaphor of the perpetual stew 
or "ajiaco" which is made by constantly adding a variety of local and 
foreign ingredients as available to an existing broth. Ortiz sees the 
Cuban ajiaco stew as a metaphor for the creation of Cuban culture. 
He pursues the metaphor by describing the different ingredients and 
techniques brought by each group, the indigenous Cubans, 
Castillians, Africans, Asians and French boiling away in the 
Caribbean heat. He makes a point of describing the locally made pot, 
which has a wide opening, being open to new ingredients.
A t all times the nation has like the ajiaco had, new and razu elements 
that have just entered the pot to be cooked. And there in the bottom of 
the cauldron, a nezv mash has settled, produced by the elements that 
have been disintegrated by historical boiling and settled their essences 
to rich mixtures, zvhich have their ozim character since their creation. 
Mixture o f cuisines, mixture of races, mixture of cultures a dense soup 
of civilisation that bubbles on the Caribbean's stove.
But i f  you think that 'Cubanity' should be sought in this nezv synthetic 
sauce (salsa) formed by the fusion of human lineages unravelled in 
Cuba, zvell no. Cubanity isn't just the result, but the very same 
complex process of its formation, disintegration, integration. (Ortiz 
1940) 172
Ortiz therefore evokes an idea of a nation created by the fusion of 
disparate elements but that Cuba is not the result of the mixture but 
the process of mixture in itself. This was radical at the time, 
especially given the ideas of racial purity that were gaining currency 
in Europe. Importantly Ortiz moved away from the idea of 
colonialism as the source of civilisation, to the promotion of cultural 
blending. But it runs the risk of implying that the Cuban mixture is a 
blend of equals. But Mintz and Price (1977) suggested that culture-
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formation throughout the Caribbean was neither unilateral with the 
imposition of European forms upon passive African recipients, nor 
homogenous. Instead they imply that each group fought to preserve 
their own contribution to an uneven mix rather than arriving at a 
mutually beneficial consensus. Furthermore as new influences are 
always being introduced the new culture is never reached and like 
the "ajiaco" is ongoing.
It can also be argued that the broth's ingredients, the source cultures 
were not definite entities because the African, Amerindian and 
European groups that contributed to Caribbean culture each had its 
own complex multiethnic history (Guitar 2000). So their existence for 
the "ajiaco", being in Anderson's (1983) sense, as imagined 
communities, ideological projects that united disparate groups.
The Ideology of transculturation
The references to transculturation are repeated in the Salsa literature 
(for example, Boggs 1992), this isn't surprising as Rama (1982) who 
devised "narrative transculturation", suggests that transculturation is 
a dominant ideology in Latin American intellectual work. 
Transculturation celebrates a multicultural version of Cuban 
nationalism and it underplays Cuba's troubled history (Waxer 1994).
Lovejoy (1997) also challenges this view of créolisation suggesting 
that the retention of African cultural elements expressed Afro-Centric 
resistance to European subjugation. Pratt's (1992) similarly sceptical 
postcolonial perspective sees transculturation as a means by which 
subordinated or marginal groups select and invent from materials 
transmitted to them by a dominant or metropolitan culture. She sees
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this as occurring within "culture contact zones" where peoples that 
had been geographically or historically separated come into contact 
with each other and establish ongoing relations usually involving 
conditions of coercion radical inequality and intractable conflict. This 
entirely corresponds with Moore's (1994) account of the repression of 
Afro-Cubans being reflected through the suppression of Rumba.
Global markets and Commodity Fetishism
One of Ortiz's achievements was setting transculturation as it affected 
Cuba in the context of global trade. This balanced the local Cuban 
effect of global tobacco and sugar markets, which he saw as one of 
the most important forces on Cuban history. The global demand for 
sugar was, for example, presented as driving transatlantic slavery 
that changed the ethnic composition of Cuba. Ortiz described this 
effect by using a metaphor that stressed the consumption and 
production of sugar and tobacco. He noted that sugar was mass- 
produced by unskilled labour, was homogeneous, not indigenous to 
Cuba, anonymous and consumed in an unsophisticated way while 
tobacco was nurtured, indigenous and that hand made cigars, retain 
their Cuban identity and are savoured for their subtlety. The contrast 
was stark but Ortiz described both commodities as crucial 
components of Cuban culture and history.
While Ortiz devised transculturation to emphasise and empower the 
cultures of marginal groups, Coronil (1993) sees this as emphasising 
"non human agents", and providing a critique of "humanist and 
liberal conceptions that ascribe historical agency to people" (Beasley- 
Murray 2001). To a degree slaves, slave owners and consumers are 
seen as subordinate to the needs of the commodities. Ultimately this
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draws on Marx's (1975) notion of commodity fetishism and could be 
argued for the historical pursuit of silver, gold, spices, tea, and cotton. 
In fact Martinez Alier (1972 proposes that this aspect of 
transculturation can be read as an attempt to absolve the perpetrators 
of transatlantic slavery. While is unlikely that this was Ortiz's 
intention it is important to note that there are alternative and more 
sceptical readings that question the inclusiveness of such a project, 
and highlights the potential for conflict and exploitation and the role 
that concepts like transculturation might unwittingly play in that 
conflict.
Sugar and global trade
Aside from these concerns, Ortiz's contribution is the idea that the 
detail of cultural life in Havana was tied to global events such as the 
international sugar market, transatlantic slavery and its abolition. 
With this international dimension in mind it worth considering how 
Cuban music was received outside Cuba and how it might contribute 
to the construction of identity in those locations.
As well as focusing on the actual details of this account it is worth 
pausing to think what this narrative achieves. In particular this 
supports the claim that Salsa 's roots in the guise of Son are 
unequivocally based in Cuba rather than any other location. However 
an alternative account emphasises how Cuban music was received 
appropriated and developed outside Cuba, where these forms of 
music made new connections and could be used to construct new 
identities.
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Common cultural dispositions
Although genres such as Son have been established as cultural 
symbols of Cuba they also became popular in the immediate vicinity 
around the Caribbean. This included Mexico, Central America, 
Puerto Rico, Haiti and the Dominican Republic, (Padilla 1997, Manuel 
1994). From the 1930s onwards Son and its related genres were 
distributed through radio, records, film and live performances. The 
popularity of Son in these locations was, no doubt, facilitated by the 
proximity and continued cultural contact with Cuba. However 
Waxer (1994) attributes Son's spread in popularity to common 
cultural dispositions of the people in these locations because these 
have shared similar histories of colonisation slavery sugar and 
tobacco economies and the contribution of African and Spanish 
cultural influences. She implies therefore that the audience identified 
with each other to such an extent that the music of one group could 
serve as a vehicle for expression for other groups' identities. The 
choice of the word disposition in particular implies that the similarity 
is deeply embodied and not a superficial or transient fashion.
Two wings of the same bird
In particular Puerto Rico and Cuba have shared close links and 
similar histories and their musics have been closely allied (Manuel 
1988). Manuel illustrates this connection by paraphrasing a much- 
quoted poem, by Lola Rodriguez del Rio. "Cuba and Puerto Rico are the 
two wings of the same bird they accept flowers and bullets in the same 
heart".
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This implies a consciousness of a fraternal bond between the two 
locations. Again, it is important to recognise that this is an 
ideological project aimed at forging unity between Cuba and Puerto 
Rico, rather than an objective fact. There have of course been 
significant differences in the history of each island, which have had 
important effects on their music. Puerto Rico had a different colonial 
experience due to its position, terrain and size, Cuba is about the 
same length as Britain while Puerto Rico is no bigger than Cornwall. 
These geographical features made Puerto Rico unsuitable for the 
same scale of farming as Cuba, which in turn affected the ethnic 
breakdown of each country (Williamson 1993).
In Cuba the indigenous population was decimated; European settlers 
came to work in ranching and African slaves were imported to work 
in sugar plantations. In Puerto Rico the indigenous population 
survived , ranching was insignificant and sugar slavery occurred on a 
much-reduced scale. As a result Cuba's Afro-Latin culture was more 
robust and visible due to a higher proportion of the descendants of 
Africans (Manuel 1995).
Another crucial difference in terms of nationality and migration was 
that Puerto Rico effectively became part of the USA in 1898, while 
Cuba went on to become independent (Parry, Sherlock and Maingot 
et al 1987). As a result Puerto Ricans would be able to move much 
more freely to the US than Cubans. Later in the 20th century this 
would affect the migration between these locations, and this would 
have implications for the composition of Latin American populations 
in the US and the music they consumed and produced.
2 1
"Son Boricua", Cuban genres as Puerto Rican music 2.
Aside from the differences and similarities between Cuba and Puerto 
Rico, there were strong movements in both countries that sought to 
distance themselves from the former colonial influence of Spain and 
the emerging dominance of the US. This ties in music with the 
nationalism debate, which has been especially contentious in Puerto 
Rico. Many Puerto Ricans have felt that the island has been subject to 
foreign rule since Columbus initiated colonialism over 500 years ago 
(Silén 1993) and the debates over home rule and independence are 
current and heated.
But for the purposes of this review, it was creolised Afro-Cuban 
music that was used to achieve a symbolic contrast with Spain and 
the US in both Cuba and Puerto Rico. Cuban genres even became so 
popular in Puerto Rico that bolero, contradanza and guaracha were 
used as symbols of Puerto Rican nationalism (Manuel 1995).
Son as symbolic difference
The popularity of Cuban music challenged the more traditional 
Puerto Rican genres like Bomba and Plena. Cuban genres such as 
Son were interpreted as bestowing a sophistication that was not 
available from local genres. For example, as Duany (1984) suggests. 
Bomba was identified with marginalised poor Afro-Puerto Ricans. 
Although Bomba and Plena gained symbolic importance in New 
York the revivals are minor. Even the most recent popular 
champions of Bomba and Plena, (Mon Rivera, Rafael Cortijo) 
produced a music that was heavily Cubanised in its instrumentation
Borinquen is the indigenous Taino name for Puerto Rico, hence Boricua means Puerto Rican.
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and arrangement which often featured Son's clave rhythm, 
anticipated bass and guajeo mapped onto local rhythms. The 
repertoire of the bands that emerged from Cortijo's Combo, all 
produced comparatively little Bomba or Plena. So while Puerto Rican 
genres such as Bomba and Plena have undoubtedly influenced and 
been incorporated into Salsa, they have not enjoyed Salsa 's 
popularity even in Puerto Rico. (Manuel 1994). Thus as Manuel (1994) 
suggests Cuban forms were so thoroughly appropriated in Puerto 
Rico that they are often thought of local and so ironically Cuban 
derived genres could be used to reinforce Puerto Rican identities.
Again, it is worth stepping back from the details of the argument and 
pausing to consider what it achieves. In particular this seems to 
bolster the authority of Puerto Rican Salsa by suggesting that music 
can be considered to belong to a location because it has been widely 
accepted there. This achieves two things; firstly it legitimises a 
connection based on contemporary consumption but it also reinforces 
a particular common denominator. If Cuba and Puerto Rico are both 
considered as Latin then that label can describe the music that they 
share. In other words the music is no longer exclusively Cuban but 
still manages to be exclusively Latin. And so the music can be 
thought to support this broader socially constructed ideologically 
driven identity rather than specific nationalistic identities.
Trans-national music
However, the location and ownership of Son based music is further 
complicated when the role played by the USA is considered. As seen 
above, both the USA along with Spain provided symbols of new and 
old colonialism to be reacted against in places such as Cuba and 
Puerto Rico. Waxer (1994) suggests that this led to greater acceptance
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of a generic Afro-Latin music, which was simultaneously non- 
nationalistic but united an audience based on ethnic and linguistic 
ties. But the US also provided an active, positive role in the 
development of Afro-Cuban music by supporting Cuban cabaret 
rumba, and becoming a major audience for Son, when what became 
known as the 'Rhumba craze' struck North America (Roberts 1979).
This started when Don Azpiazu's Orchestra fronted by Antonio 
Machin popularised a Son Pregon by Moises Simons called "El 
Manisero" (The Peanut Vendor) in the United States in the 1930s. The 
popularity of the Peanut Vendor generated a demand for other 
"Rhumbas" a loose definition that blurred various Caribbean styles 
such as Son and Calypso. For example, around this time "Son de La 
Loma" re-emerged in English as "Rum and Coca Cola", an 
adaptation credited to the Trinidadian calypsonian Lord Invader but 
popularised in the USA by wartime trio the Andrew Sisters (Roberts 
1979).
This was a crucial milestone as following this "Rhumba" became 
popular across the world, Azpiazu continued to be in demand in the 
US, Simons wrote a string of hit Sones and Machin started a lifelong 
career singing Son in Europe. The band leader Xavier Cugat 
capitalised on the Rhumba craze and performed around the US and 
in numerous Hollywood films of the time, thus ensuring that the 
Rhumba caricature of Son became part of North American popular 
music. This also marks a turning point in the literature and for this 
thesis, from this point onwards what had been described, as Cuban 
music would have a far greater audience outside Cuba. Therefore 
music such as Son could no longer be thought of as exclusively 
Cuban, and thus the identities available from these forms of music 
are broadened.
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The return of Mambo
After the "Rhumba craze" subsided, the early post war period saw 
the popularisation of Mambo in the USA by artists such as Perez 
Prado, Machito and Tito Puente. This new music combined the old 
Danzon-Mambo from eastern Cuba (which had up to that point been 
relatively unknown outside Cuba) with a North American big band 
Jazz arrangement and so it appealed to an audience that was already 
familiar with big band Jazz (Roberts 1979). As a social practice 
Mambo became a popular mainstream activity to the extent that for 
North Americans, Mambo was no longer a strange and unusual but a 
familiar dance. So Mambo found such a level of popularity in the US 
that means it cannot be described adequately without mentioning the 
role of the US in its development.
Branching Out to the sound of Cubop
Around the same time that Mambo had become so popular, some 
African American Jazz musicians were collaborating with Afro- 
Cuban musicians to create a more minimalist music that combined 
lesser-known Cuban and Jazz rhythms in a fusion that has been 
called Cubop. What is interesting is that while the popular Rhumba 
fusion is portrayed as a betrayal of authentic Cuban music, Cubop, 
which did not become a mainstream music, retains its credibility and 
is still described in terms that refer to its use of authentic rhythms. 
The identities available from Cubop are also different and this 
episode is cited as an example, of the identification between Afro- 
Cubans and African Americans (Jaques 1998). So here the music 
exposes a connection between two groups that could be conscious of 
their parallel histories even though they may not have shared cultural
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references and languages. This suggests that these groups perceived 
parallels between themselves and expressed this, for example, by 
sharing music. This theme is repeated in the work on Cuban and 
Latin American music in North America. (Lipsitz 1997)
The North American connection
The important point here is that Afro-Cuban music was not strange 
or unusual to North American musicians and audiences. In addition 
rather than Cuban music being exported to the USA, Waxer (1994) 
argues that influence was two way, with North American music had 
also influenced Cuba. In any case by the mid 1950s when Mambo 
had been slowed down for a North American audience to produce 
Chachacha the popularity of Latin music in the US waned as it was 
eclipsed by Rock n Roll which can also be thought of as North 
America's creolised music as it was based on genres from different 
sources. Following this period Afro-Cuban music would no longer 
have mainstream success in an Anglophone audience and would 
again be thought of as either passé or an unimportant minority music 
(Roberts 1979), but not strange or unusual.
Salsa revolution
The production of Cuban derived music in the US and in Latin 
America was to be indirectly but profoundly effected by events in 
Cuba in 1959. Since the Cuban revolution a million Cubans have left 
the Island to settle in the US (Pedraza 1998). Miami in particular 
received proportion of this displaced Cuban community (Portes and 
Truelove, 1987) and these populations continued to produce Cuban
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inspired music which followed the "classic" or pre-revolutionary 
format of Son and Mambo.
The other related event that affected the production of Cuban music 
in the US, was Cuba's confiscation of US assets within its territory, 
which led to the US imposing an economic blockade of the island. 
This included travel restrictions, so breaking the US support for 
cabaret Rhumba, the free movement of musicians and recorded 
music. And so the flow of Mambo and Son to the US from the 
traditional source of Cuban music was severely hampered by the 
political tensions that arose between Cuba and the US.
Alternative sources of Son and Mambo
Under these circumstances it would be expected for Cuban music to 
remain under siege in Cuba, while the rest of the world forgot about 
it and moved on to new fashions. However the dispersal of Son and 
Mambo before the revolution meant that there were other reservoirs 
of Cuban based music to keep up with the demand outside Cuba.
One of these reservoirs is crucial to this discussion, the reaction of the 
large New York Puerto Rican (sometimes called Nuyorican) 
population numbering over two million. As mentioned above Puerto 
Ricans, because of their US citizenship had been free to move back 
and forth between Puerto Rico and the US. The New York Puerto 
Rican community was thus able to maintain its connection with 
Puerto Rico where Cuban genres enjoyed widespread popularity and 
had been adopted as local genres.
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Afro-Cuban genres were also more popular among young Puerto 
Rican New Yorkers than Puerto Rican Bomba and Plena which they 
considered to be rural, unsophisticated and irrelevant to their urban 
environment and tastes.
Reconstructing Son for New York
The consensus in the literature (Roberts 1979, Manuel 1995, Padilla 
1995) is that the shortage of Cuban music hastened by blockade of 
Cuba led "Nuyoricans" who had previously followed Cuban music 
to create their own Cuban derived music for their local setting. Once 
this music became established in the early 1960s it was first marketed 
as Salsa by companies such as Fania and Alegre after one of the 
exclamations that was often shouted out during performances. The 
important point is that this was a locally generated music that was 
based on the format that had once been associated with Cuba.
Once the new music had been labelled a tension emerged; how was 
this music to deal with innovation, would it sustain fusion with local 
genres or should it preserve the pre-revolutionary Cuban format 
where improvisation was only acceptable at certain times and within 
set parameters. Both forms were produced by Salsa musicians, the 
music of, for example, Johnny Pacheco a co founder of Fania (Manuel 
1994) kept close to Cuban templates such as Son and Charanga sung 
entirely in Spanish and in the canto - montuno format. But the 
raucous "boogaloo" crossover hits of artists like Joe Cuba and Joe 
Bataan (Lipsitz 1997, Boggs 1992) added local slang references to 
local issues, English and more importantly hybrid "Spanglish" lyrics 
that resisted interpretation by both Cuba and Anglophone America 
and appealed mainly to a local bilingual audience. It is this creative
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appropriation of Afro-Cuban music that Manuel suggests allows the 
construction of a uniquely New York identity that is generically self­
consciously Latin.
Branching out
This generic inclusive Latin identity required the symbolic 
construction of similarity between previously distinct groups. Flores 
(1997) uses the term "branching out" to describe this process and 
Lipsitz (1997) cites the sense of shared marginalisation and 
oppression that lead "Nuyoricans" to identify with African 
Americans and the Black Power movement, which stressed a 
common African element of each culture, that was often suppressed. 
As an illustration of this Roberts (1972) describes the unsuccessful 
attempts to censor chants of "black power" in a 1960s boogaloo song 
by Joe Cuba.
Undermining Salsa with Cuban authenticity
While Cuba remained isolated very little Afro-Cuban based music 
would emerge from the island. Therefore from the 1960s onwards the 
term Salsa effectively replaced the term Afro-Cuban music. So a label 
that evoked a location was replaced with one that evoke an 
ideological goal. Despite this there remains fierce debate over the 
term. For example, Manuel (1984) suggests that Salsa is just an 
exploitative term to hide the Cuban origins of songs, many of which 
are credited to DR or Derechos Reservados (Reserved Rights). The 
supposed logic is that royalties would be repaid to the Cuban 
composers of the songs whenever the blockade might be revoked.
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Some sources also attempt to locate Salsa itself in Cuba by implying 
the term had been used in Cuba before it was ever used in New York. 
For example, Calvo Ospina's (1992) search of song titles discovered 
that Ignacio Piniero's "Echale Salsita", written in the 1930s was the 
first instance of the word Salsa used in conjunction with the music. 
This seems to be a desperate and trivial attempt to locate the term 
Salsa within Cuba, because Sones are so varied and often developed 
from street vendor's chants urging the listener to buy produce such 
as cornmeal, sweet potatoes, tomatoes, rice, peanuts, yams and even 
fresh water. Therefore it does not seem really significant that one Son 
such as "echale salsita" which refers to the chants of sausage vendors, 
should refer to sauce (or Salsa ) as a serving suggestion. Although 
many layers of meaning can be deciphered from lyrics, the references 
to "echale salsita" seem to be among the clumsiest efforts to locate 
Salsa within Cuba, being based on a glaringly obvious etymology of 
the word Salsa,
This attempt actually reveals a problem which is crucial to this study, 
while musicians like Willie Colon strive to distinguish their music 
from Cuban Son, others, for example, Tito Puente denied that Salsa 
has a separate identity and that Salsa is merely Cuban music played 
badly (Steward 1999). So Ospina's argument can be seen as attempts 
to undermine the authority of New York Salsa by suggesting that it is 
merely a poorly executed imitation of 'authentic' Cuban music.
Redefining authenticity
There are counter arguments, which avoid seeking validation from 
Cuba, by emphasising the access to alternative sources of 
authenticity. For example, Duany (1984) dismisses the suggestion that
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Salsa is essentially a Cuban based music and argues that Salsa 
incorporates many styles, of which Cuban Son is only one. He adds 
that Son is just one among many parallel genres emerging in the 
Caribbean, in Cuba's neighbouring islands such as Merengue in the 
Dominican Republic, Meringue in Haiti, Mento in Jamaica, and Plena 
in Puerto Rico. He suggests Salsa is a fusion of various Caribbean 
genres and Plena was just as influential as Son. He further distances 
Salsa from Son by saying that Salsa has different instrumentation, 
tempo, arrangements and subject matter. Rondon (1980) also states 
that Salsa differs from Son in its instrumentation, content, 
arrangement and lyrics and that the rhythmic similarities with Salsa 
and Son are a minor consideration.
Duany also suggests that some Afro-Cuban genres have flourished in 
Puerto Rico for so long that they are practically Puerto Rican. This 
implies a temporal threshold of familiarity beyond which a foreign 
cultural product can be considered local. In other words, even if Salsa 
is just a version of Son, Son itself ceased to be exclusively Cuban 
when it became so popular outside Cuba in places such as Puerto 
Rico.
The suggestionthat Salsa also draws on a range of other Caribbean 
sources avoids deference to Cuban authority and suggests that it 
should be judged on its own terms. What seems to be petty 
squabbling has ramifications for the identities that Salsa can support. 
If Salsa is thought of as a New York product then its audience are not 
necessarily trying to pursue or emulate a Cuban identity but one that 
is relevant to their immediate environment.
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Contested ownership
The debate over the ownership of Salsa is ongoing. The pro Cuban 
claims argue that the music draws heavily on Son, the competing 
claims are that parallels of Cuban genres have been consumed 
outside Cuba for so long that they are considered to be local genres in 
those locations. The objective qualities of the music for example, 
rhythm, tempo and instrumentation alone are not enough to 
distinguish between these genres. Instead a crucial difference seems 
to be in the context, interpretation and ideological aspects that leads 
artists such as. Colon and Blades to suggest that Salsa is not a rhythm 
but "socio-political" concept.
Salsa and Latin identity
The idea that Salsa is a concept rather than a rhythm completely 
removes the emphasis from describing what Salsa appears to be and 
moves the attention on to what Salsa does. Waxer (1994) claims that 
the transnational development of Son, Danzon, Mambo and 
Chachacha allowed for pan-Latin American cultural identity. The 
"socio-political concept" mentioned earlier refers to the use of Salsa 
in asserting a generic Latin identity particularly in New York. 
Singer's (1983) study of New York Salsa musicians found that 
"Latinos" experienced Salsa as a positive phenomenon that countered 
the cultural imperialism of rock and helped them overcome the 
cultural inferiority complex and take pride in their language.
But how could a rhythm that was so clearly linked to Cuban 
nationalism become so diffused that it came to represent all Latin 
Americans in New York? Two explanations emerge with different 
implications; firstly that there has been a joint collaborative creation
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of a new cultural product; and secondly that one group has taken and 
adapted the genres of another group for its own ends..
Creolization
The first idea suggests that Salsa is a creole genre, a combination of 
influences. This intuitively appealing approach has been explored in 
studies of cultural blending in the Americas (for example, the work of 
Mintz (1996) and Braithwaite (1971) on creolization, and Bastide 
(1971) on syncretism). But as we have seen the contributions to creole 
cultural products are not necessarily equal or collaborative.
The revival of transculturation
In order to describe the multicultural input to the creation of Salsa, 
Boggs (1992) was inspired by ideas from Ortiz's (1940) theory of 
transculturation that had been devised in a Cuban context. But in his 
application of transculturation he does not talk about the melding of 
cultures within a multicultural setting but is more concerned with 
tracing the origins of music back to their source and exploring how 
these essentialised ingredients combine in a new environment.
This specific use of transculturation refers to the travel of cultural 
forms and the enduring nature of the music. Salsa is reduced to a few 
characteristics that are thought to be inspired by Africa and 
essentialised to the extent that Boggs even refers to the popularity of 
Salsa in Africa as "reverse transculturation". Boggs has taken the 
"branching out" narrative very literally rather than seeing it as an 
important but mainly symbolic connection between groups that
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recognise and want to reinforce a bond between themselves. The 
result is that Boggs teases out one thread of Salsa 's origins and 
pursues this to the exclusion of all the many other inputs to the music 
and cultural practice. In doing so he ignores Ortiz's central concept 
that Cuba was not the blend nut the process of blending. So strictly 
speaking reverse transculturation implies segregation rather than re 
distribution of a creolised genre.
Also Behague (1993) advises caution in applying transculturation to 
Salsa, In particular he suggests that Boggs' (1992) use of 
transculturation to explain the creation of cross over genres such as 
"boogaloo" is naïve, as it doesn't identify the motivation, processes 
and tensions which accompanied the "fusion". Just saying that Black 
Americans couldn't dance Mambo and required crossover rhythms 
doesn't explain, their presence in "Latin" clubs, the appeal for them 
over other clubs, or why the musicians might yield to their tastes over 
the "Mambo" orthodoxy. As suggested earlier transculturation has 
wider implications than just an inclusive and democratic cultural 
blending, and in Boggs work it has been used to promote a 
celebratory and harmonious vision of créolisation, which nonetheless 
emphasises one particular Salsa audience over the others. However 
as Pratt (1992) suggests, such créolisation can often be the site of 
tension and uneven contribution to the cultural blend.
Creative appropriation /  cultural re-territorialisation
LuU (1995) interprets transculturation, as the process by which a 
cultural form moves from one physical location to another where it 
interacts with and influences the local form and produces new 
cultural forms, and this seems most appropriate to the study of Salsa.
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Manuel (1994) uses this type of idea when he suggests Salsa emerged 
from the creative appropriation of Son in New York. He proposes 
that this socio-musical phenomenon involved the re-signification of 
Son as a borrowed idiom which became a symbol of a new social 
identity that renders the original roots and ethnic associations 
irrelevant to the new identity. There is also significant overlap 
between this and Lull's (1995) description of cultural re- 
territorialisation, involving the "resignification of culture", as 
symbolic resources that are used in ways that differ radically from 
their original meaning and functions.
There are two important elements here, firstly genres are taken from 
one setting, for example, Cuba and adopted in another such as New 
York. But more importantly under this model the genres are 
resignified and so the references to Cuba are diluted, and reworked. 
Thus the previous identification between the producers and 
consumers is undermined as the genre is reinterpreted and removed 
from its former associations. The important implication here is that 
Salsa can become a resource for the construction of entirely different 
identities in each of the locations where it is performed.
International Salsa "Everybody Salsa "
The earlier literature on Salsa has explored what Hosokawa (1999) 
terms as the "New York - San Juan -  Havana" triangle, but Salsa 
continued to find new audiences. After the limited crossover success 
with Boogaloo in the late 1960's, record companies such as Fania 
stopped seeking a mainstream North American audience and 
targeted the potentially large mainland Latin American market 
(Padilla 1990). By the mid-1960s Salsa recorded in New York had
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been adopted in Colombia and Venezuela, which became the largest 
markets for Salsa (Waxer 2002).
Colombia and Venezuela were an obvious choice for record 
companies such as Fania as these locations had already been familiar 
with Son records and dances, which had been brought by Caribbean 
merchant sailors since the 1920s. Imported records still dominated 
the Cali Salsa scene even in the 1970s where a fast skipping dance 
version of Son was sometimes danced to 33rpm records speeded up 
to 45rpm (Waxer 2002).
By the 1980s a local live scene developed emulating a sweeter 
romantic Salsa from New York record companies to boost sales after 
the waning popularity of Salsa dura (hard Salsa ). As a reaction, 
followers of hard Salsa maintained a dance scene based around old 
1970s records. By the 1990s this became established in viejoteca clubs 
where DJs played old 1970s New York Salsa that emphasised the 
experiences of the disenfranchised in contrast to Salsa Romantica's 
sentimentality. (Waxer 2002)
Once again Salsa was adopted in these new locations and soon local 
acts were formed which became internationally acclaimed, such as 
Grupo Niche from Colombia and Oscar D'Leon from Venezuela 
(Manuel 1995, Ulloa 1992).
De-ethnicising Salsa
Eventually Salsa found popularity outside the Spanish language 
market. Hosokawa (1999) for example, describes the popularity of 
Salsa in Japan and the creation of Japanese Salsa groups such as
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"Orquesta de la luz" who also marketed themselves to a Latin 
American audience. Occasionally they would play on words in their 
Spanish lyrics that identified them with "Oriente", shorthand for 
Santiago or Eastern Cuba in Son lyrics. Furthermore in another paper 
Hosokawa (2002) suggests that the attention to detail that Orquesta 
de la Luz display in reproducing a perfect copy of classic New York 
Fania Salsa is paradoxically a typically Japanese characteristic.
In his work on Salsa Hosokawa also introduces an important term 
and idea, that Salsa has been "de ethnicised" in Japan. By this he 
means that in Japan they had effectively removed Salsa 's former 
ethnic associations so that it no longer evoked Latin America. This 
again is compatible with Manuel's idea of creative appropriation, 
which suggested that the music's former meanings could become 
irrelevant to their new setting.
Salsa in  Europe and in the UK
Cuban music has also been popular in Europe, even in the 1950's 
performers such Antonio Machin who popularised "El Manisero" in 
the American "Rhumba craze" emigrated to Spain and continued to 
enjoy popularity singing Son and Bolero. Meanwhile in the UK, 
Edmundo Ros popularised a theatrical combination of Son and 
calypso in a radio show in England during the 1950s (Roberts 1979).
Aside from documenting the careers of Latin American musical 
performers, there has been very little contemporary work on how 
Salsa was received in Europe. Roman Velazquez (2002, 1999), 
however, documented Salsa's emergence in London clubs during the 
early 1990s and provided a more grass roots focus on the
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internationalisation of Salsa. She describes how Latin American 
political refugees ran "clandestine" Salsa evenings in London. In 
particular Roman Velazquez highlights the importance of Colombian 
migrants who valued these clubs as a way of connecting their 
community and reproducing the forms of leisure that they had 
known in Colombia.
Salsa evenings were then introduced to add a new interest to the then 
waning popularity of Spanish tapas bars. Roman Velazquez argues 
that these bars stressed a notion of a shared "Hispanic" identity that 
simultaneously diminished the African contribution to those cultures. 
These clubs attracted a mixed clientele and dance lessons were 
introduced to allow them all to participate and dance together in a 
specific way. Roman Velazquez suggests that the dance, dance 
lessons and clubs involved a performance of specific Latin identities, 
which dancers could adopt in those spaces. Roman Velazquez's work 
describes the emergence of Salsa in London's nightlife, but there are 
concerns with this approach. The idea that these clubs reproduced 
Colombian club culture is at odds with the idea of creative 
appropriation and de-ethnicisation. It seems as likely that in London, 
Colombian Salsa would also interact with local cultural practices and 
produce new cultural forms just as had occurred in all the other 
locations of Salsa's consumption.
Also terms such as "Hispanic" and "Latin" can be unhelpful as they 
group together different peoples into a catchall term (Portes 1987, 
Flores 1997). In this way they resemble other vague labels such as 
Asian or Black. Latino or Hispanic are also ideologically driven terms 
evoking the anti colonial goal of fraternal unity among Spain's former 
colonies in the Americas. But the term "Latin" refers to a socially 
constructed identity drawing together peoples and masking
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boundaries and difference (Cerulo, 1997; Wade, 1997; Wallman, 1986). 
The problem is not that the terms are socially constructed or vague 
but that because they rely on this ideological project, they can confuse 
the study of cultural issues connected with these groupings.
In short Roman Velazquez (2002) documents a crucial moment in the 
globalisation of Salsa but sill reiterates the theme present in the 
literature on Salsa and son, that the musics are linked to and 
represent places such as Cuba, Puerto Rico, Caribbean Latin America 
or certain socio-economic groups, the disadvantaged, oppressed or 
the preservation of certain traditions, for example, Afro-centric 
musical expression.
Maintaining here and there
There is an inconsistency in the attempts to essentialise the genres so 
that they can be traced to particular locations and maintain close 
connections between Salsa and particular groups.
We are told that the music is consumed on a global scale and readily 
adopted by new audiences. But it seems unlikely that these 
audiences around the world will perceive and consume Salsa in 
exactly the same way, for example, as signifiers for Cuba, Puerto 
Rico, Latin Identity etc. Instead it follows that the stability of Salsa as 
a signifier is likely to be compromised by its diffusion.
The above has provided a background for this study by tracing 
various trajectories that Salsa has been thought to have taken and the 
meanings ascribed to it. At this point it must be noted that 
throughout this history Salsa and the related groups of music have
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represented a whole range of different things. These musics have 
been symbolically connected to marginal minorities, the popular 
mainstream, the politically charged and politically neutral. In short. 
Salsa can be an amorphous entity, which says as much about its 
interpreters as it does about itself.
This chapter serves two broad purposes. Firstly it has set out a 
history of Salsa so that the reader can be as familiar with the origins 
of Salsa as most dancers are. This will be useful in the later chapters 
when it becomes clear that informants draw on various strands of 
these histories as convenient when constructing their identities. 
Hence this chapter provides the reader with an understanding of the 
narratives behind the symbolic resources available within Salsa.
Secondly this chapter introduces a number of ideas that are 
developed over the thesis, in particular the different ways of 
constructing authenticity and authority and the relationship between 
cultural globalisation, identity and place. Perhaps the most 
important is the idea that the main characteristic of a type of music 
such as Salsa is not its actual connections to various places. But rather 
that these forms of music readily jump between locations and are 
embraced by new audiences so profoundly, that new audiences feel 
they can be closer to the music than the former audiences.
The next chapter draws from the theoretical tools that sociology 
offers to understand this relationship between Salsa and identity and 
the focus away from the reproduction of authentic Salsa to explore 
what the practice of Salsa might mean locally.
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Chapter 3
Dance, consumption and identity
The previous chapter examined the main ideas that have emerged from 
the study of Salsa as a social practice. These studies suggested that 
Salsa could be connected to place but that Salsa 's mobility between 
locations (often as a result of globalisation, migration or colonisation) 
could undermine these connections and so lead to competing claims on 
Salsa. It follows that the consumption of Salsa could be used to 
construct entirely different identities. Therefore a central concern of 
this thesis is the extent to which globally distributed cultural products, 
such as Salsa, can retain their meaning or the extent to which they can 
become changed in their new contexts as they interact with local 
cultural products and practices. It appears that musical practices like 
Salsa may contribute to the construction of identities that differ from 
the stereotypical representations used to market the music.
The two main themes within the last chapter were that music could 
travel to new locations and make new connections in each location. But 
there was little sociological explanation of the relationship that 
different audiences can form with music and the role the music can 
play in the construction of those identities. To address this gap, this 
chapter will review the main ideas that have emerged in the study of 
popular music, dance, consumption and identity as they specifically 
relate to the existing work on Salsa. The main theme of this chapter is 
again how new audiences can recontextualise music and its associated 
popular culture such that it can sustain meanings that are closer to 
their needs. This chapter is divided into three parts. The first part 
examines how music can be resignified in different locations. The 
second section looks at how the practice of social dance is imbued with
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meaning that has consequences for the construction of identity. The 
third part examines how the literature on consumption, which is 
sometimes alluded to in the studies of popular music and dance can 
help in this context. In particular this section focuses on the studies 
that highlight the relationship between identity, music, dance and 
consumption.
Reconsidering Bourdieu
Many different strands included in this thesis draw on the work of the 
late Pierre Bourdieu to some extent. Some of these references have 
dissected out portions of Bourdieu's thinking, which, if used in 
isolation can seem unfairly one-dimensional. Therefore this review 
argues that these concepts are reunited and that ideas such as cultural 
and social capital and the aesthetics used to validate them are used 
together with an appreciation of Bourdieu's Habitus, to provide a more 
subtle and co-ordinated understanding of Salsa as a social practice.
PART 1. MUSICAL MEANINGS AND SYMBOLS
Defining Salsa
Studies of popular music usually provide a definition of the music 
under investigation. But Salsa is such an imprecise term that even 
artists such as Ruben Blades (Hosokawa 1999) and Willie Colon 
(Steward 1999) say that it defies definition and that it is not a rhythm 
but a social political concept, this position promotes Salsa as an 
ideological goal rather than a form of music. By drawing on this idea 
Colôn confirms the main theme in the previous studies of Salsa ; that it
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is predominantly an important resource in forming and maintaining 
identities (Manuel 1994, Waxer 1994, Singer 1983, Blum 1978)
Salsa as a located identity
In much of this work the term identity is synonymous with ethnic or 
national identity and there seems to be a great effort to connect Salsa to 
particular places. These connections are used to imply the ethnic or 
national ownership of Salsa and its use in resisting some notion of a 
dominant culture, power or hegemony. The result is that none of the 
existing definitions of Salsa can be taken at face value, as each one 
privileges a particular version of the genesis of the genre and in turn 
this privileges a particular audience and identity. This can be 
problematic because much of this work cites Salsa as an ideological 
project and at times the studies seem to contribute and campaign for 
this perspective. But while Salsa may serve this purpose in Puerto Rico 
or Spanish Harlem it does not necessarily follow that this should also 
be the case in places such as Croydon or Cheam. Furthermore 
reiterating the explicitly socio-political aspects of Salsa neglects the 
equally vital if less ideologically driven or glamorous aspects of the 
everyday consumption of Salsa in local nightclubs, which is the main 
focus of this study.
Universal homologies
This drive to connect music with specific places and identities is not 
unique to Salsa, and is common to many studies of popular music. In 
this respect a consideration of studies of other types of popular music 
is valuable to this study. The sociological study of music has, according
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to Frith (1996), been dominated by the attempts to identify a 
connection, similarity or homology between a type of music and the 
people who supposedly consume and produce it. The term is most 
often associated with Willis' (1978) work where he suggests that 
homology: connects a located lived culture as a set of 'constitutive 
relationships' to 'the objects, artefacts, institutions and systematic 
practices of others which surround it (Willis 1978:189).
In other words this interpretation implies a seamless co-ordinated 
theme that connects every aspect of the music, its symbolic meaning, 
the manner of its consumption and the audience.
As Frith (1996) suggests this type of fixed connection has dominated 
the thinking as popular music to such an extent that the groups and 
music can even become defined in terms of each other. The music thus 
becomes yet another sign that fits into a unified and co-ordinated 
system of meaning. Hebdige (1979), for example, described every 
aspect of punk as contributing to a cohesive message that signalled 
rebellion against any idea of polite conduct, which was seen as the 
hallmark of mainstream society from which punks felt excluded. 
These signs included punk's spiky hairstyles; pogo dancing, torn 
clothes, drug use and spitting that complemented the intensity, anger 
and aggression expressed in the roughly played music. In addition 
Hebdige suggested that such anger resonated with the perceived socio 
economic decline in Britain.
Customising culture
There are reasons to doubt the stability of the supposedly neat 
connections between music types and their audiences' behaviour and
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attitude. The most basic break between these is that punk music was 
consumed by a wider audience than just punks, who also supported 
other forms of music. Thus these theoretical connections between 
music and audience may be unstable because the regular features that 
they rely on are not exclusive to those cultural products, or their 
audiences.
Music and place
The suggested homology between music and audiences implies that 
the music is linked to the identity construction for the audience. But the 
references to music and identity are often framed in terms of a 
connection to a location or a combination of ethnicity and nationality 
(Behague 1993, Singer 1983, Frith 1996). The previous chapter 
described the importance attached to Salsa and Afro Cuban music as 
resources in the construction of identity. This identity was associated 
with place, either the location or the groups and ethnicities associated 
with those locations.
Stokes (1994) also highlights the connection between music, place and 
identity and in particular how music can come to represent a place, 
and become a means by which people recognise identities places and 
boundaries, which separate them (Stokes 1994). To illustrate this point 
Stokes suggests the use of official and unofficial national anthems, 
which are highly evocative of a location. But he goes beyond this to 
suggest that music can be significant in the actual performance of place 
and can be an integral component of location.
But Stokes (1994) notes that performance does not merely reflect 
underlying cultural patterns and social structures but instead sees
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them as a practice within which meanings are generated. Musical 
images do not reflect knowledge of other places but perform them in 
significant ways. He also suggests that music has been seen as socially 
meaningful because it provides the means by which people recognise 
identities, places and the boundaries, which separate them. Thus 
according to Stokes, music doesn't just evoke a place, music can be a 
part of that place. He goes on to suggest that music can be a means by 
which identities places and boundaries are recognised. From the 
studies in the previous chapter it is clear that Salsa can fit this pattern, 
as it has been closely tied to locations, but the problem here is that it 
has been connected to a range of locations each making competing 
claims on Salsa.
A new version
This idea is further complicated when those forms of music become 
popular among new audiences in different classes, countries or 
continents. In these situations new unpredictable connections can 
often emerge that may even undermine the previous associations. 
Reggae, for example, emerged from the slum areas of western 
Kingston, in the early 1970's, to eventually become popular throughout 
Jamaica. Although the music has been derived from Ska, (itself 
inspired by US RnB), Reggae became closely connected to the 
Rastafarian minority (that had also been displaced to Kingston's slums) 
especially when a number of prominent and influential Ska and 
Reggae musicians became influenced by Rastafari from the late 1960s 
onwards (Clarke 1980).
In some ways the history of Jamaican Reggae bares parallels to that of 
Afro-Cuban Rumba in that both had been associated with the lower
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class urban Afro-Caribbean population and were scorned by the ruling 
elite (Manuel 1995). However while both forms were initially 
suppressed locally, (Manuel 1988, Moore 1995) Reggae eventually 
found an audience outside Jamaica. This was due in part to the 
demand for Jamaican music in the UK from Jamaican migrants and to 
the deliberate promotion of Reggae to a European and North American 
audience by international record companies (White 2000), When 
Reggae was promoted and consumed outside Jamaica, its various 
meanings became simplified and separated. Hebdige (1979) for 
example, documents the surprise Rastafarians in the UK expressed 
when they saw the popularity of Jamaican Reggae among British 
punks. It seemed that reggae, which had become associated with 
Garveyism and Rastafari's inversion of colonial aesthetics, values and 
religion, was interpreted in a way that allowed it be used to construct 
and communicate British working class as well as Jamaican or 
Rastafarian identities (Clarke 1980). So instead of stressing the counter 
colonial Afro-centric aesthetic, Reggae could be used to stress a more 
ethnically neutral challenge to authority that emphasised class 
struggle. As a result in its journey from the slums of Kingston in 
Jamaica to the suburbs of London, the meaning and use of Reggae had 
altered substantially in many respects (Jones 1988),
Rubbish bags and safety pins
The study of popular music provides many examples of these 
connections between music and audience but there are also instances 
where these connections can be reworked as the music becomes 
diffused beyond the group that are supposed to be the core audience. 
The above examples suggest that the connection between a type of 
music and its supposed meanings can be fragile. It is a little
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paradoxical that punk was thought to sustain any stable signifiers as 
the same studies also suggest that it seemed intent on subverting stable 
meanings. This pattern of reworking cultural products was highlighted 
by Hebdige (1979) when he adopted Bricolage as a cornerstone in his 
analysis of punk. A literal translation of Bricolage is "DIY", and this 
lay meaning, evoking screws and staple guns, inadvertently reflects the 
idea of the bricoleur creating new items from available materials. This 
also fits well with Hebdige's use of bricolage in his portrayal of punks. 
Not only in a literal sense, because punks literally made their own 
cultural products by putting together everyday objects in new contexts, 
for example, wearing bin bags as clothes and safety pins as jewellery. 
But in doing so they were also deliberately customising these signifiers 
to convey their own message with little regard for the established 
meanings. But importantly Hebdige's vision of this reinterpretation is 
as much based on subverting the hegemony by creating secret signs as 
creating personal meanings.
Customising music: the hip hop example
A similar pattern of re-branding cultural products is also described in 
the studies of other forms of popular music, for example. Rap and Hip- 
Hop. Earlier studies of rap concentrated on connecting rap and hip- 
hop to place and ethnicity; for example, how rap could express a vision 
of African American nationalism. Here a series of behaviours, clothing, 
language, graffiti were all thought to contribute to a message that 
preached resistance to class and ethnic suppression (Rose 1994).
Another strand of research shows how hip-hop was a valuable vehicle 
for a broader group and interrogates these associations by highlighting 
alternative histories of hip-hop that take into account a greater range of
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influences. For example, Gilroy (1993) points to the influence of 
Jamaican sound systems in early hip-hop and Flores (2000) continues 
this by highlighting what he considers to be the overlooked US Puerto 
Rican contribution to hip-hop.
An alternative approach has been to examine how other groups may 
interpret hip-hop. Aside form this work which stresses hip hop as a 
Black cultural product are studies that stress the popularity of hip hop 
among a more widely defined audience throughout the world. Studies 
in Europe for example, describe how marginalised youth of Turkish 
and Moroccan origin in Germany (Bennett 2000) and North Africans in 
France (Huq 1999) identified with North American Hip hop and felt 
this could be an appropriate vehicle to express their discontent. In 
these instances hip-hop is reinterpreted in its new locations, just as 
Reggae had been by punks, not as a specific ethnic marker but as a 
generic voice of those who feel dispossessed. In these examples the 
ethnic markers are set aside and the genre reinterpreted to emphasise 
characteristics that unite and are relevant to new audiences.
Therefore even those cultural products that are perceived to be and are 
marketed as evoking a particular place or ethnicity can be consumed in 
locally specific ways which are unknown and perhaps inconceivable 
elsewhere. Furthermore these new interpretations of music and the 
uses, to which it is put, can come to challenge the former meanings and 
associations of that music.
Global music and world music
Up to this point this chapter has focused on the construction of 
meaning of various cultural products and practices. But the problem
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encountered here is that while a cultural form can become part of a 
location they can also travel and simultaneously become part of 
somewhere else, and this idea throws out all the previous meanings 
and identities based on them.
The idea that different audiences reinterpret cultural products is to be 
expected, but there is further reinterpretation when they reach new 
audiences on a global scale. Salsa has, like Reggae and hip-hop, 
become distributed throughout the world and the issues about its 
interpretation in different locations are as pertinent to the study of 
Salsa as they are to Reggae and hip-hop.
Yet the literature on Salsa does not consider Salsa in this way and 
emphasises the connections to place and Latin identity. As the 
previous chapter shows much of the academic work on Salsa focuses 
on Latin America and the Caribbean and the continuity of tradition, 
within tightly defined audiences. This work merely reaffirms the 
established homologies the most common example is the definition of 
Salsa and its audience as Latin.
Just as Stokes (1994) points out, as well as marking boundaries music 
can become a way of making connections and constructing trajectories. 
In this light the previous work on Salsa 's can be seen as part of a 
project that promotes unity for an audience that can be defined in 
terms of the social construct, Latin.
A similar idea was seen in Back's (1995) work when he found 
informants who attended "black music" clubs felt they were involved 
in imaginary journeys, around the Black diaspora. The idea here is that 
the label "Black" itself became the dimension on which that unity was 
constructed. Thus local identities where informed by a global
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consciousness of "black" populations in other locations and sharing 
their music allowed them to feel they were expressing that connection. 
Therefore these clubs can be seen to provide a locally specific 
encounter with global cultures.
Global and local consumption
Throughout this and the previous chapter there have been repeated 
references to the movement of music between different locations. This 
idea of the global distribution of cultural products warrants a 
consideration of the work on globalisation.
Although the use of the term globalisation is relatively recent 
(Wallerstein 1974) the global flow of people, trade and cultural 
products is not a new phenomenon, Ortiz's (1995) work provides an 
early consideration of the cultural effects of globalisation by suggesting 
that the constraints within which human agency could operate were set 
in colonial Cuba by the global trade in sugar and tobacco. This idea 
was developed in the postcolonial approach taken by writers, such as 
Pratt (1992), who suggests that colonialism brought together 
previously separated peoples into close contact in what she terms 
culture contact zones. Here she proposes these groups would struggle 
and compete with the eventual creation of new cultures that were 
hybridised but which nevertheless reflected the values of the dominant 
group. Thus the dominant elite could reinterpret the meanings of 
cultural forms that had been associated with other groups, to suit their 
own tastes and needs. More recently post colonialism has been recast 
with an emphasis on globalisation.
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Gilroy (1992) also cites transatlantic slavery as an early example of 
globalisation that lead to the displacement, instability and confusion 
that is more often associated with post modernity. Thus he sees the 
Caribbean as a parallel of the cultural complexity that confronts the 
West today. Gilroy refers to trans-Atlantic slave ships not only as the 
means by which Africans became displaced but also as a metaphor for 
identities that are not grounded in place but constantly moving 
between locations. He goes on to propose that this is at the heart of a 
sense of kinship between transnational communities of African origin 
who see a connection through their sense of shared history.
The work on globalisation emphasises the acceleration of these 
processes; the increased culture contact through migration, tourism 
and technological developments that have increased the awareness and 
interdependence of distant parts of the world. Giddens (1990) 
describes globalisation by referring to the intensification of world wide 
social relations that link distant localities so that local happenings are 
shaped by events occurring far away. As we saw above these processes 
are not new but technology has increased the rate of contact and 
spread of cultural products. Thus distant communities can interact 
because they are connected to each other along various dimensions and 
the distances between the places become minimised and almost 
eradicated.
Interconnected Scapes
In describing cultural globalisation Appadurai (1991) stresses the 
connections and interdependence between these communities as the 
transnational flow of culture, which he organises along five 
dimensions. He terms these 'scapes' and they include ethnoscapes.
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technoscapes, financescapes, mediascapes, and ideoscapes. Appadurai 
suggests that global awareness and global cultures are channelled 
through these scapes, which function as cultural highways connecting 
these transnational groups so that they can interact as if the distance 
between them did not exist. Thus parts of one sections of society would 
be informally tied to other locations and so function as informal and 
willing colonies.
Here, there and everywhere
If the argument is taken to its extreme and distances effectively 
disappear, it follows there will be no cultural difference between 
locations. Giddens (1990), for example, proposes that technology, 
worldwide markets, migration and travel (Time-space distantiation), 
have brought together formerly distant peoples leading to more global 
cultures.
This leads Hannertz (1991) to question whether this version of global 
culture threatens to eradicate local cultural practice and has in effect 
become a form of cultural imperialism. This leads to the central debate 
on cultural globalisation, which is divided over the extent to which 
time space distantiation /  compression leads to a homogeneous global 
culture. A convincing example is the global popularity of Anglo 
American rock and African American musical forms, which are 
universally available and have to an extent become the template for 
global popular music. These are promoted by giant multinational 
record companies with the result that a small number of international 
superstars and their limited range of genres come to dominate popular 
music throughout the world. Anecdotally the world music awards 
(http://www.worldmusicawards.coml do not, for example, feature
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globally popular artists from developing countries such as Baaba Maal, 
Fela Kuti or even Oscar D'Leon. Instead the focus is on artists that 
reproduce the Anglo American format, so the awards are given to 
artists such as Destiny's Child, Kylie Minogue or Enrique Iglesias for 
his English language music. This gives the impression that cultural 
globalisation imposes a global template for popular culture; although 
these artists are from different continents their music fits into a limited 
Anglo American format.
The local fights back
In contrast Hall (1991) and Wallerstein (1991) argue that a 
homogeneous "world culture" is rejected by local counter hegemonic 
cultures. While they see "world culture" as the dominant hegemony^ 
they present minority musical practice as a challenge to this 
dominance. In view of this Hannerz (1991) adds that niche markets, for 
example, for West African music, can defy cultural imperialism. But 
even though these cultural forms are pitted against each other here, the 
minority musics still interrelate with the "superculture", and so are 
locked in a relationship of mutual influence (Slobin 1993, Lull 1995). 
This global fusion of minority and global music leads Hannerz to 
conclude that globalisation is effectively creolization on a global scale.
Thus the work on cultural globalisation highlights a tension; can these 
cultural products and practices simultaneously sustain connections to 
both their local and global audiences and still retain their meanings?
 ^Gramsci’s (1971) term hegemony describes the dominance of one social class 
over others. As well as economic dominance he suggested the mling classes 
imposed their perspective so subordinate groups would accept their position as 
natural and correct. But Gramsci also proposed that counter hegemonic struggle 
was an ever-present challenge to the dominant order, and so conflict was 
inevitable.
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This tension over local and global use and meanings is also reflected in 
the writing on Salsa. It is important to note that although cultural 
products may be globally available they are not necessarily consumed 
in the same way. This does not just refer to the obvious mechanics of 
consumption but the symbolic meaning that is read into these cultural 
products. This is a very important point for Salsa, for example. Salsa 
clubs in contemporary Cuba are reputed to cater for tourists and an 
entourage of locals who pander to their whims. Therefore Salsa clubs 
in Cuba are necessarily different to Salsa in the UK not just because 
socio-economic circumstances place the clubs out of the reach of locals 
but also because Salsa supports a different concept in each location. So 
even though the same cultural product may be consumed throughout 
the world, this does not necessarily support the idea of a homogenous 
world culture.
Glocalisation
The broad conclusion of the work on globalisation is that while 
globally available products may have global economic implications 
(that lead to the dominance of certain multinational companies) this 
does not rule out local perceptions or ways of consuming the products. 
Robertson (1995) captures this with the marketing neologism 
"glocalisation". Along with this idea Robertson also questions the 
extent to which a world culture can be thought to exist and the 
responses to the perception of "global consciousness" brought about 
by a world the perception of increasing compression of the world. As 
Castro and Mendieta (1998) suggest globalisation has always been 
located and cannot exist independently of the loca,l especially as both 
are socially constructed. So when thinking about what Salsa offers
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dancers in London we need to consider how this global resource is 
interpreted locally.
Savigliano (1995) provides a further musical example of how the 
"glocal" consumption of musical genres can dramatically change their 
meaning. She describes how Argentinean Tango emerged from the 
slum areas of Buenos Aires and was despised by the middle classes 
because it was associated with these ghettos. However Tango became 
popularised in Europe when the dance was demonstrated in a 
Hollywood silent movie. Through this reinterpretation it lost its 
association with the brothels and petty criminals of Buenos Aires and 
so when Tango was danced in Europe and especially Paris it became 
seen as the epitome of sophistication and worldliness.
Hosokawa's (1999) work on Japanese Salsa extends this point and after 
considering Salsa as international, he concludes that little is known of 
its "different meanings in different countries" which 
"deterritorialization" produces (Pelinski 1985, 2000) or the break in the 
relation between culture, geography and social territory (Garcia 
Canclini 1995). This takes the emphasis away from global 
homogeneity and stresses the creative element of creative 
appropriation (Manuel 1995) or how local meanings are derived from 
this unevenly distributed but nevertheless global music.
Abstract Meanings
The literature that has been examined in chapter two can be seen to be 
preoccupied with the extent to which genres such as Salsa have a 
universal fixed meaning (for example as national or ethnic icons or 
signifiers) or can be reinterpreted and resignified locally. But this focus 
on meanings and interpretations is somewhat one-dimensional as to a
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great extent it concentrates on Salsa as a text without considering the 
personal relationship people can form with Salsa or its role as a social 
activity and specifically a social dance.
An alternative approach to Salsa which bears these ideas in mind is to 
look at the work on dance and consumption to provide an 
understanding of the practical connection between the consumption of 
Salsa in London and the construction and communication of identities.
PART 2. ACTIONS AND INTERACTIONS
The above section examined the extent to which the mobility of 
popular music could affect its meaning by different audiences in the 
various locations of its consumption around the world. But these 
studies did not relate this to the consumption of those products as a 
social activity. Therefore in order to address this omission this chapter 
will draw ideas from the sociological study of dance and consumption 
provide an understanding of Salsa as a social activity, where people 
come together and interact to music.
One remaining problem is that dance is a relatively new topic in 
sociology and various authors have referred to sociology's neglect of 
dance (McRobbie 1991, Thomas 1989, Hanna 1988). Furthermore as 
Thomas notes the small amount of work that exists on dance has, like 
the study of popular music, tended to focus on formal performance 
and glamorous performers rather than social dancers (for example, 
Marre and Charlton 1985,1999).
The work on Salsa has also, to a large extent, neglected the audience 
and dancers. One of the most extreme examples by Calvo Ospina 
(1997) dutifully runs through the usual list of well-known performers
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(e.g. Celia Cruz, Ruben Blades, Willie Colon etc) but instead of relating 
the voices of the dancers he invents imaginary fans of various 
nationalities and then speaks for them. He therefore effectively 
silences the dancers and replaces their voices with national stereotypes. 
Steward (1999) also produces the same roll call of Salsa celebrities but 
when she comes to consider London Salsa, she recycles a brief 
description of the Edmundo Ross band in the 1950s (taken verbatim 
from Roberts 1979) and adds a few lines and photographs of London 
bands from the 1990s.
Both these works represent an approach that obliterates the voices of 
dancers and in while focusing on dance music they manage to entirely 
ignore dancing and the perspective of the dancing audience. The work 
on famous Salsa performers is of course important but it has not been 
matched by an equal degree of interest in the audience and especially 
dancers. This section will highlight dancing as an activity performed 
by social dancers as a leisure activity. This is in contrast with the 
ritualised and formal dance seen in controlled performances that are 
based on a set text and usually performed by professionals e.g. ballet.
Dancing and embodied difference
As Thomas (1989) explains dancing can be more than just the co­
ordinated movement of the body and she stresses the potential for it's 
wider social implications. In particular dancing is described as 
important in constructing and communicating identity, because dance 
involves movement of the body and embodied difference is the basis 
for many fundamental social classifications, such as race, ethnicity, 
gender, age etc. Desmond (1997) suggests that although dancing is 
learnt that it is internalised at such a deep level "as to be nearly
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unnoticed as a symbolic system" and is read as the true reflection of 
the embodied self.
Aside from revealing the physical self, Polhemus (1996) suggests that 
dance can communicate a desire to conform or not to various social 
norms about moving in public. Dance is variously described as a 
microcosm of society where different dance style indicated changing 
social norms, and could be an indicator of gender and sexuality 
(McRobbie 1990) or counter hegemonic resistance. For example, 
Hebdige (1981) describes the pogo dance as a rejection of any 
sophistication and so resisting the dominant way of dancing. By 
expressing these social characteristics and divisions dance is also 
thought to construct and communicate identities, for example, gender, 
ethnicity, group membership and social boundaries.
Dancing itself can be a way of embodying difference or establishing 
boundaries between groups by using the body. In particular Desmond 
(1997) suggests that dance can be a reflection of the physical 
embodiment of social structure, which she likens to Bourdieu's idea of 
Habitus. This shall be described in greater detail below but for now can 
be thought of as an internalised manifestation of social structure that 
individuals simultaneously contribute to and are affected by. Because 
movement is tied to the body, and embodied difference is central to 
many social divisions, and movement itself becomes a marker of those 
social divisions.
Performing gender and sexuality
Gender and sexuality, being closely tied to the body, are among the 
social classifications that have also been thought to be delineated by
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dance. For example, Savigliano (1995) describes how in the early 
twentieth century Argentinean Tango was used to play out 
stereotypical models of femininity and masculinity. The male dancer 
dominated and remained aloof while the woman was manoeuvred 
though intimate embraces and suggestive poses. Interestingly 
Desmond (1997) notes how this and other Latin American dances (such 
as rumba, Mambo and tango) were promoted in North America and 
Europe in terms that stressed their overt physical expression of 
sexuality causing outrage in Europe and contrasting with other more 
polite and less explicit ballroom dances. Regardless of the controversy 
over these dances the implication is clear; dance could express various 
correct and incorrect gender roles and sexuality.
The specific gender roles are presented as a consequence of dancing in 
mixed gender couples. The implication is that couple dancing 
constrained the dancers into sexual roles. For this reason Polhemus 
makes a bolder suggestion that the rise in popularity of solo dancing 
over couple dancing in the 1960s marked nothing less than a social 
revolution, as it allowed different genders to dance the same unisex 
dances. So the equality of their dance was interpreted as a sign of 
social equality. Solo dances as Walsh (1998) adds allowed dancers to 
interpret the music without any constraint of a set dance structure and 
allowed them to express the self without being inhibited by structure. 
So dance is portrayed as a means of transcending constraints of social 
structure while conforming to social expectation.
Along with this relationship with gender roles Frith (1996) points to the 
example of disco dancing, which he suggests could be sexualised and 
sexless. Firth, like Walsh acknowledges that discos themselves could 
also serve as locations for people to meet new sexual partners, and so 
discos became a venue where specialised behaviours were acceptable.
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Thus the changing dances did not necessarily reflect social change 
outside those specific places.
But Wade (1997) takes the point further by suggesting that rather than 
just being a means to finding sexual partners, or a way to communicate 
sexuality, that dancing could be part of their sexuality. McRobbie 
(1993) takes this idea in a different direction by interpreting dance 
movements in rave as an expression of sexuality, which intended to 
avoid overt sexual advances. To support this she interprets a 
correlation between the supposedly asexual dance moves and the 
layers of clothing worn by female ravers in particular as signifying the 
multiple layers of defence against any sexual advance.
Dancing ethnicity
Dance can also act as a marker of ethnic and racial division. As 
Desmond (1997) suggests there has been a "rhetorical linkage between 
the body and "non dominant races" which implies that these groups 
have an innate ability to dance, and that they possess "natural 
rhythm". This does more than repeat the theme from the previous 
chapter that connects certain genres to particular national or ethnic 
groups. The suggestion here is that dance is an authentic expression of 
national or racial character etc.
This argument comes close to an essentialist view of ethnicity, but 
Desmond avoids racial essentialism as she argues that it is the 
movements themselves that are associated with particular groups 
rather than being characteristics of them. For example, movement of 
the pelvis was associated with African and Latin American dancers, 
while an erect stance and straight back were associated with North
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American and European dancers. It is these specific movements that 
have been identified as implying that Latin American dances are "hot 
and sexy" in contrast to the supposedly cold and asexual European 
dances. This maps a Cartesian mind body split (that Thomas identifies 
in the writing on dance) on to various national and ethnic groups.
But dances like musical genres can also be mobile and performed far 
from the location they supposedly represent. Again Desmond (1997) 
using tango as a model suggests that when Latin American dance was 
appropriated in Europe it became desexualised, for example, the 
closeness of the embrace was loosened and the pelvic movements 
diminished. This leads Desmond to conclude that such cultural 
borrowing always results in cultural remodelling and the dances 
become codified and included in a set repertoire for example, in 
ballroom competitions. This concurs with Manuel's (1995) description 
of creative appropriation, in that the dances become free from 
conventions devised in distant locations.
Dance whoever you want to be
Interestingly Desmond (1997) suggests that, by dancing, members of 
one group can momentarily adopt the identities associated with those 
dances without having to face the social consequences of, for example, 
racism or discrimination that those groups might face. In particular, 
she suggests that white middle class dancers can experience the illicit 
sexuality associated with Latin American dance in a safe socially and 
acceptable way. This freedom from these limitations is taken a stage 
further in McRobbie's (1984) earlier work where she suggested that 
through dancing dancers could perform various "fantasies of the self", 
and overtly express these fantasies to onlookers. This potential for 
reinterpreting the self, using dance neatly matches Frith's (1996)
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suggestion that individuals could choose to be anything they wish 
through the expressive cultures they adopt.
Malbon (1999) provides a paradoxical dimension to this by suggesting 
that in raves dancers could specifically avoid direct contact with 
individuals and find unity with the entire crowd of like-minded 
consumers of the music. So here dance becomes a way to conceive the 
relationship between the self and group membership. Malbon further 
suggests that the simultaneous, anonymity, euphoria and empathy 
dancers feel, sets their sense of self within a sea of like-minded dancers. 
He uses the term oceanic experience to describe the feeling of being 
one with the crowd even though they danced alone.
Dancing group membership
The benevolent camaraderie of raves (that Malbon (1999) suggests may 
be enhanced by drug use), does not translate well to studies of other 
types of dance venue. Hanna (1988), for example, describes how the 
ability to dance specific dances marked social boundaries and was a 
key determinant of group membership but crucially not knowing how 
to perform these dances leads to exclusion. This leads her to conclude 
that dance is a form of cultural capital, which is used to embrace or 
reject other dancers. In a further contrast with Malbon's work, 
Thornton (1997) suggests that rather than wanting to blend in with a 
homogenous congregation, that ravers sought to stand out from the 
crowd and specifically highlight how they differed from the 
mainstream that they caricatured as wearing white stilettos and 
dancing around their handbags. However while solo dancing in the 
club context had been previously presented as breaking the tyranny of 
fixed choreography determined by another dance partner, as Malbon
64
(1999) also notes, within solo dances there is still pressure to conform 
to the customs of the dance environment and to perform acceptable 
dances.
In this way the knowledge of specific dances served as a boundary 
marker between those in the know and those who are ignorant of the 
most fashionable or acceptable dances. But not only did knowledge of 
these dances and other restricted knowledge mark out differences 
between these groups. It also bestowed a higher social status on those 
who possessed this knowledge because it reveals "hipness". Because 
of the social value attributed to these dances Thornton (1997) likens 
this specific cultural knowledge of dances to Bourdieu's (1977) concept, 
cultural capital. She devised the term subcultural capital to highlight 
the fact that this knowledge is specific to raves and dance clubs, which 
she implies represent a sub section of society or more specifically a 
subculture. She describes subcultural capital as follows:
...just as books and paintings display cultural capital in the 
family home, so subcultural capital is objectified in the form of 
fashionable haircuts and carefully assembled record collections 
(full of well-chosen, limited edition 'white label' twelve-inches 
and the like). Just as cultural capital is personified in 'good' 
manners and urban conversation, so subcultural capital is 
embodied in the form of being 'in the known', using (but not 
over-using) current slang and looking as if you were born to 
perform the latest dance styles. (Thornton 1997:202-203)
Subcultural capital and subcultural literature
Thornton's work is an important and much quoted contribution to the 
study of dance clubs, but it displays several problems. Perhaps the 
most important objection is that subcultural capital evokes and 
depends on a subcultural account of dance. Thornton has usefully 
removed the class connotations of Bourdieu's cultural capital and this
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greatly broadens its application. However, while Thornton was critical 
of the Birmingham CCCS for over politicising youth culture, by using 
the prefix "subcultural" she still evokes the CCCS literature on 
subcultures, which rests on a class-based analysis of consumption. 
Therefore Thornton's very useful insight may be undermined because 
it is associated with a body of work that has been heavily criticised.
Conceptual problems with Subcultures
The main objections to the traditional subculture literature is that it 
relies on the notion of homogeneous groups all expressing class based 
counter hegemonic resistance, to explain musical taste and practice 
(Bennett 1999). But as Bemiett suggests:
The musical tastes and stylistic preferences of youth, rather than 
being tied to issues of social class, as subculture maintains, are in 
fact examples of late modern identities in which notions of identity 
are 'constructed' rather than 'given' and fluid rate than fixed, (1999 
p599)
So by placing a political agenda on clusters of people who happen to 
share a similar taste does not allow these individuals to consume 
cultural products in their own unique way. While McRobbie's (1984) 
work referred to the social fantasy that can be expressed through 
dance, the subcultural account of musical taste forces all dancers to 
share the same social fantasy.
In addition the focus on counter hegemonic resistance overlooks the 
extent to which members of such subcultural groups can even 
simultaneously constitute aspects of the hegemony that they are pitted
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against in the literature. So the very people who are portrayed as 
counter hegemonic may also represent that hegemony to other 
marginalized groups. Furthermore that subculture may also 
simultaneously contribute to the mainstream on some dimension. In 
addition the dominant hegemony can appropriate elements of 
subcultures and so the terms become indistinguishable.
For this reason the term subculture is problematic in its own right and 
seems especially inadequate to describe the grouping of British Salsa 
consumers and dancers. But as Hodkinson (2002) points out many 
later alternatives to subcultures are also unsatisfactory in suggesting 
the other extreme of transient, aimless, fickle groups of consumers who 
sample new cultural products appropriating, reworking these before 
abandoning them and searching for new groupings. Again Hodkinson 
(2002) suggests that the reaction to the problems of the CCCS approach 
has been to focus on the local musical practice (e.g. Straw 1996, 
Finnegan 1989) in fine detail, or to conceive terms to replace 
subculture, such as neo tribes, scenes, lifestyles, each becoming 
increasingly unclear. There are various alternatives for considering 
how dancers may group themselves together, each taking into account 
the idiosyncrasies of these groups. With this in mind rather than 
attempt to employ new terms for what are essentially existing concepts 
about social groupings it is worth considering what can be offered by 
these older concepts. For example, Wade (1997), like Thornton, also 
applies Bourdieu's ideas to dance when she suggests that dance can be 
cultural capital and used as a strategy of distinction separating the 
legitimate from other consumers. However unlike, Thornton, Wade 
prefers to keep to the original structures of Bourdieu's thinking, while 
applying these in a different cultural sphere.
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Dance and fields
One of the effects of the decline in the popularity of couple dancing in 
North America and Europe since the 1960s (as described by Polhemus) 
is that most studies of dancing now focus on solo dances. But Wade 
(1997) suggests that couple dances can be very different, rather than 
the freedom to move which was seen as a social revolution, couple 
dances demand closer adherence to a model of correctness from 
dancers. In this respect the pressure to conform can be acute. In 
particular Wade identifies dancers of Lindyhop a dance derived from 
the African American jive, that had devised a social hierarchy based on 
the ability to dance and access to authenticity.
Wade likens dance to Bourdieu's notion of the social field, which can 
be thought of as micro cultures that contribute to macro cultures. In 
this light subcultural capital appears redundant in relation to 
Bourdieu's theory, because social fields are seen to contribute to the 
dominant culture rather than being pitted against it. But crucially 
instead of being microcosms of that dominant culture social fields have 
their own laws of functioning (Bourdieu 1990).
Field and habitus
Crucially Bourdieu did not define fields in terms of counter hegemonic 
resistance or class conflict because his whole argument is that class 
conflict permeates society. In particular a field in Bourdieu's sense 
refers to a localised form of Habitus existing alongside a more 
generally understood habitus. In this way it can be analogous with 
subcultures as defined by Hall as "smaller, more localized and
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differentiated structures, within one or more of the larger cultural 
networks." [Hall 1976)
While the concept of habitus can be complex and vague it is central to 
Bourdieu's theory and therefore the notions of field, cultural capital, 
even subcultural capital or social fields are incomplete without it, 
because Habitus explains why individuals employ these ways of 
categorising the world. Habitus was Bourdieu's way of overcoming 
the structure - agency dichotomy that has dominated sociology. This 
dichotomy has been alluded to above in the examples on dance, which 
refer to the social constraints on dancing and the extent to which 
individuals can break free from those structures. Bourdieu's solution is 
to suggest that both social structure and individual agency are both 
important but he then proposes a mechanism by which social structure 
becomes internalised in the individual. In his characteristically 
challenging language Bourdieu explains that habitus is:
The structures constitutive of a particular type of environment 
(e.g. the material conditions of existence characteristic of a class 
condition) produce habitus, systems of durable, transposable 
dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function as 
structuring structures, that is, as principles of the generation and 
structuring of practices and representations which can be 
objectively "regulated" and "regular" without in any way being 
the product of obedience to rules, objectively adapted to their 
goals without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or an 
express mastery of the operations necessary to attain them and, 
being all this, collectively orchestrated without being the product 
of the orchestrating action of a conductor" (Bourdieu 1977, p72).
Unfortunately the language masks the elegance of Bourdieu's thinking. 
Put more simply Habitus refers to a form of social conditioning or can 
be described as a system of social habits, values, ways of being and 
thinking, which are collectively generated by social actors and 
subsequently reinforced in others during socialisation. While social
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structures contribute to habitus, habitus also impacts on social 
structures, this combination is termed Practice, which allows the 
reinforcement and internalisation of the social order. As Habitus is 
incorporated into individual nature at a subconscious level, its 
embodied physical manifestation or Body Hexis can be applied to 
dancing which comes out of individuals but is regulated, reinforced 
and given social meaning and value by their peers. Finally while 
Habitus is not imposed or enforced by a conductor it is organised by 
consensual obedience to the dominant values or the values of the 
dominant, and here Bourdieu's thinking evokes both Gramsci (1971) 
and Marx (1975).
PART 3. CONSUMPTION AS IDENTITY 
Aesthetics and hierarchies of goods
Wade's description of Lindyhop as a field focuses on a social hierarchy 
of types of dance and particular features of dance that are then mapped 
onto their practitioners. So, for example, she quotes Bourdieu's 
observations of the style of movement the different socio-economic 
classes exhibited in their execution of sports. The sports of lower socio­
economic groups were more energetic, spontaneous, expressive and 
display a high level of physical exertion while higher socio-economic 
groups exhibited a more sedate and formal sports. This reflects the 
point made in the previous chapter about turn of the century dance in 
Cuba with the "gentile" dances of the lighter skinned elite being 
contrasted with the unbridled physicality of lower Afro Cuban classes 
(Duany 1984, Moore 1995).
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The connection between groups and their leisure practices is a common 
theme in studies of consumption. The consumption literature provides 
a useful perspective but requires a broad conception of consumption as 
involving the selection, purchase, maintenance and disposal of any 
product or service (Campbell 1995). This allows for listening to Salsa, 
buying CDs and more relevantly dancing in clubs and attending dance 
classes to be considered as a form of consumption. The idea that the 
consumption of cultural and other products indicates social position 
dates back to VebleiVs (1899) notion that conspicuous consumption 
and leisure could communicate wealth and social position in societies 
increasingly filled with strangers who were oblivious to one's standing. 
A related strategy would be for the wealthy or their spouses to 
demonstrate that they were untainted by work and were free to engage 
in conspicuous leisure activities.
Veblen's work represents a departure from Marx's approach, which 
stratified society on the basis of how they obtained their wealth. 
Bourdieu like Veblen suggests that consumption can indicate social 
position leading products to become associated with certain groups, 
especially socio economic class. But Bourdieu moves away from a 
focus on the correlation between the consumption and possession of 
economic capital, and instead proposes that the consumption 
behaviour is based on a cultural form of wealth, which allows 
particular forms of consumption.
Forms of Capital
Bourdieu presents a different aspect of wealth leading to prestige in a 
community. He notes that prestige isn't just the possession of large 
amounts of economic capital, which explains the derision of the
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"vulgar" new rich. Bourdieu's approach finds Veblen's conspicuous 
consumers tasteless and while he agrees that people demonstrate their 
social position through consumption he argues that is done with a little 
more sophistication, and so he separates economic and cultural capital.
A simple way of thinking about cultural capital is, as the knowledge 
required in "getting" an "in joke" and enjoying the exclusive punch 
line while those without this are left dumbfounded. In this way 
consumption can express group membership. When applied to 
appreciating cultural products it refers to access to a separate 
knowledge that provides understanding, for example, a guide in an art 
gallery who helps decode the displays' hidden meanings.
Veblen's approach suggests that consuming a cultural product such as 
opera demonstrates wealth because the high cost of attending 
performances keeps it exclusive. But Bourdieu's approach is subtler he 
suggests that its exclusivity is because the higher classes define and 
become endowed with a set of perceptual tools, which allow them to 
appreciate an agreed delicacy in the music that others would not be 
able to grasp intuitively. So to consume opera "properly" requires 
access to a separate, restricted piece of knowledge, which means that 
only people with that cultural capital appreciate the subtext, this 
hinders its falling into the wrong hands and having its associations 
subverted.
Avoiding the riff raff
This returns to the earlier theme about appropriation, but rather than 
viewing it from the perspective of the bricoleurs it is viewed from the 
perspective of the former owners who set up barriers to appropriation.
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This pattern was described by SimmeTs (1904) trickle down theory that 
suggested:
]ust as soon as the lower classes begin to copy their style, thereby crossing 
the line of demarcation the upper classes have drawn and destroying the 
uniformity of their coherence, the upper classes turn away from this style 
and adopt a new one, which in its turn differentiates them from the 
masses; and thus the game goes merrily on. (Simmel 1904, p545)
Hence what might have been tasteful one season may show bad taste 
the next, depending on who else is thought to consume it. 
McCracken's (1985) 'rehabilitated' trickle down theory removed the 
class implications of this theory by pointing out that the upper classes 
sometimes reverse the pattern by appropriating the expressive cultures 
of the working classes, a pattern also described by Peterson and Kern 
(1996). But Bourdieu's model suggests that regardless of whether the 
cultural product falls into the wrong hands the manner of its 
consumption acts as a further barrier, separating those who consume 
correctly from those who miss the point entirely. The key is that these 
are not just acquired tastes but that there is a correct taste that is 
needed to consume properly. This principle can be applied to a wide 
range of products whether it be the appreciation of a chord progression 
in a musical piece, a tacit understanding that a piece of music 
deliberately has no melody, or that certain intuitively horrendous 
foods are actually delicacies that stimulate the palate and these are 
savoured not devoured. This implies that people with different 
perceptual tools consume differently and so there is a potential for 
clash over the resultant meanings.
When cultural capital is applied to consumption it can be seen to 
display good taste characterised by the Kantian aesthetic (Miller 1994), 
whereby immediate and sensual pleasure is suppressed until one can 
appreciate the product's finer qualities. This is contrasted with 
immediate and cruder anti Kantian aesthetic, which provides little
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cultural capital. Like trickle down theory Bourdieu's ideas can benefit 
from being separated further from class, because this work can go on 
within as well as between classes. Quintero Rivera (1992) also suggests 
that dance aesthetics in the Caribbean can be given an ethnic 
dimension, when he notes that the Cuban elite considered dancing 
which evoked Africans as vulgar. Wade (1997) echoes this in her 
description of the African American derived dance Lindyhop.
The possession of cultural capital is therefore valuable to a particular 
peer group. If the knowledge existed in isolation it would be worthless 
and could not be considered to be cultural capital. Being able to dance 
Salsa is of little value at a rave. So cultural capital only exists when the 
knowledge and setting resonate. When this occurs the possessors of 
that cultural capital have a social value which is unsurprisingly termed 
social capital. As a result cultural capital can be converted into other 
forms of capital, (perhaps "conversion" follows the economic metaphor 
too literally and is better expressed as conferring entitlement to other 
forms of capital).
By proposing the importance of non-economic capital Bourdieu 
provides a different way of talking about class. While any exclusive 
way of appreciating something may share parallels with cultural 
capital, that term is reserved for the universally respected forms of 
capital that are associated with the middle classes. But other socio­
economic groups apply similar forms of cultural capital but these are 
not universally valued. For example knowledge of older rhythms used 
as in dub Reggae versions provides a different appreciation than mere 
visceral enjoyment and so distinguishes people who know their 
rhythms. However such knowledge is not termed as cultural capital 
because it is not associated with the elite.
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As Thornton (1995) states Bourdieu does not refer to this type of 
knowledge as cultural capital in the working class which explains 
Thornton's search for a working class version of cultural capital. In 
Bourdieu's defence his work reflects the tastes of the elites that he 
studied and only considered the knowledge they value and the extent 
of their influence in society.
In this context Thornton's reference to raves in the UK, provides an 
alternative application of Bourdieu's ideas. Subcultural capital does not 
communicate wealth, or socio-economic status but reveals what 
Thornton terms "hipness", and as this is valued it provides social 
capital, which for Thornton is a measure of status in raves combining 
the level which an individual is known and valued by peers. This ties 
in with Bourdieu's thinking because also notes that who are poor in 
economic capital can display their cultural capital, by the application of 
what he calls this "Aesthetic acesticism". Here the consumption of 
specialist inexpensive items can demonstrate cultural capital because 
they distinguish those in the know from the ignorant. It is easy to see 
how dance could function as a form of cultural capital, in the literal 
sense of cultural knowledge, which is valuable but not necessarily 
expensive. And so Thornton's study seems an ideal starting point to 
consider dance as cultural capital, even though as Pietrobruno (2002) 
mentions, while Thornton focuses on cultural capital in relation to 
dance music and dance venues her work actually neglects dance itself. 
Furthermore as Pietrobruno notes Thornton fails to explain which 
behaviours are valued and how they can be translated into social 
capital. Nevertheless despite these two issues associated with 
Thornton's work provides two important ideas, firstly that something 
resembling cultural capital can function in lower status socio economic 
groups, and secondly that dance itself might be a way of
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communicating this valuable knowledge, and reaping the benefits 
associated with it.
Dancing the cultural economy
This thinking equates consumption and communication because these 
consumers can be seen to be communicating their knowledge, status, 
wealth etc. But Campbell (1995) rejects the idea that consumption is an 
effective communication tool, because the range of potential meanings 
of consumption means it only communicates the crudest pre-formed 
messages. As McCracken's (1988) work on fashion suggest the more 
individualistic one tries to be the less well understood the messages, 
which can only be deciphered by an educated receiver, in other words 
someone who possessed valued cultural capital.
But it is these two characteristics that make dance as consumption fit in 
with the thinking on cultural capital and habitus. The crudeness of the 
meanings that Campbell (1995) refers to merely reflects the constraints 
that agents place on each other (which fits with habitus). Although 
there is instability in the meanings of cultural products there is an 
immediate bond between those who "get the joke". The expertise of the 
interpreter again corresponds well with the idea of the expert who can 
recognise the specialist knowledge displayed as cultural capital. So 
while Campbell's criticisms are relevant, the act of consumption can be 
seen as communicating simple but nonetheless important information 
about group membership and social stratification.
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Freeing meanings from stereotypes
The application of Bourdieu's theoretical tools to dance and music can 
be fruitful. But his model reinforces a similar unchanging correlation 
between cultural products and certain consumers, to the extent that if 
someone listens to a particular music then they are also assumed to 
carry a whole set of cultural baggage.
But as the previous chapter described, being a Salsa fan in Puerto Rico 
was linked to a "cocolo" identity, a pejorative term for Black and 
"mulato" poor, (Duany 1984, Aparicio 1997). But these meanings need 
not be fixed because consumers can constantly re-interpret cultural 
texts Fiske (1989).
Aparicio (1997), for example, notes that Salsa can have entirely 
different associations for English speaking audiences. Aparicio and 
Silverman (1997) also suggest in another book that the consumption of 
Salsa outside Latin American groups would be very different than it is 
for Latin Americans. Therefore the consumption of Salsa by different 
groups ought to alter its associations and so its potential meanings.
Bourdieu suggests that the use of the Kantian aesthetic is important in 
this respect because it was a proxy for class distinction. But the extent 
to which this aesthetic is relevant to other groups that it does not 
benefit is questionable. For example, Aparicio and Silverman (1997) 
note that certain listening practices cannot be associated with the class 
implications of Bourdieu's analysis. She points out that the "culturally 
dominant bourgeois" "Anglo" listeners do not have a more cerebral 
appreciation of Salsa than working class "Latino" listeners. Therefore it 
follows that other audiences will not apply the Kantian aesthetic to 
their consumption of Latin music because it does not benefit them.
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This explains why Aparicio and Silverman suggest in "crossover 
nightmares" that Latin American cultural products are caricatured and 
belittled by the process, because the caricatures ultimately suit the 
appropriating groups. While it is not certain that these "appropriators" 
deliberately ridicule Latin American music the idea that they perceive 
and consume according to their own tastes and agendas is persuasive. 
In this context authenticity is only valuable if it brings some benefit.
Cultural Omnivores
Nevertheless it is clear that Salsa can have radically different meanings 
to these two audiences and communicates different things about them. 
Peterson and Kern (1996) also object to the rigidity of Bourdieu's idea 
that consumption may indicate particular social positions through a 
corresponding hierarchy of cultural goods and lifestyles, and they 
suggest that these codes are not universally perceived.
In their survey of tastes they found that status was not associated to a 
strict regime of highbrow culture, but to a broad taste which displays 
an awareness of a wide range of cultural products, from high to low 
brow. The lower status consumers were those who exclusively 
consumed the lowbrow genres. It seems that status was associated 
with extensive knowledge rather than stereotypical high-class culture. 
Peterson and Kern (1996) refer to these higher status consumers as 
"cultural omnivores" who have access to a broad range of cultural 
products and drew on these as they saw fit, as opposed to less 
cosmopolitan consumers who were locked into a restricted pattern of 
consumption. Peterson and Kern refine Bourdieu's thinking by 
suggesting that cultural omnivores have access to various resources 
that help them transcend any constraints on their consumption.
78
Bryson (1996) builds on this idea by suggesting that kudos could be 
gained by consuming across ethnic categories because this can display 
"Multicultural capital". This relates to the fluency in consuming a 
range of cultural products and can demonstrate consumers' 
cosmopolitanism, and their ability to transcend any category by which 
they might be constrained. This compliments Desmond's (1997) and 
Frith's (1996) idea that music and dance allow their consumers to 
perform who ever they choose to be, and that they are rewarded in that 
endeavour because it can demonstrate their sophistication. Therefore 
Peterson and Kern (1996), and Bryson (1996, 2001), suggest that the 
advantage to new consumers of a cultural product is that it 
demonstrates the breadth of their knowledge. This is especially so in 
the perception of a correct manner of appropriation of Salsa and the 
impression of fluency in another culture.
This expands Bourdieu's notion of cultural capital beyond the 
preoccupation with socio economic class, but without the need to 
overhaul the theory. The implication here is that dancing Salsa can be 
a means by which dancers demonstrate their worldliness while 
distinguishing them from dancers who lack this knowledge.
This implies that a new audience, which is unfamiliar with a cultural 
product and its possible subtexts, can also derive social benefit from its 
consumption. This contrasts with Aparicio and Silverman's (1997) 
suggestion that, for example, Latin Americans would be at an 
advantage because they perceived subtleties in Salsa that were not 
available to a newer (in her terms) "Anglo" audience. So while much 
of the earlier work indicates that Salsa was a valuable resource in 
communicating and maintaining Latin identity, the studies of cultural 
consumption indicate that other groups might find Salsa as valuable 
because it might communicate their sophistication.
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Uses of dance
The last two chapters have covered a range of ideas on the relationship 
between Salsa, dance and identity. These have dealt with Salsa in two 
ways, as a symbol and as a practical activity; both of these have 
implications for the construction of identity. The previous chapter set 
out how the symbolic meanings of Salsa might be generated and 
undermined by its diffusion among a diverse range of audiences 
around the world through processes of globalisation and colonisation. 
The music is consumed, adopted or even appropriated by new 
audiences, who feel that they are able to reinterpret them without 
reference or deference to any "original" meanings or significations 
such as connections to place or ethnicity.
But the music's meanings and associations themselves can become 
modified as they absorb and simultaneously contribute to other 
parallel forms of music. This creolization process can also destabilise 
any previously stable meanings of Salsa and consequently the 
identities that are available to its consumers and practitioners. 
However, the existing literature does not outline how these are 
reconciled and organised and leaves open the question of which 
particular meanings and identities dominate. So the main theme of 
that chapter was that transculturation and créolisation could 
destabilise Salsa's potential meanings.
Practical applications
This chapter began with a consideration of how various symbolic 
meanings might be employed practically on the dance floor. In 
particular that dancing could be used to communicate various
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identities using the body, which included ethnic, national, gender and 
sexual identities. But this expression does not occur in a vacuum and 
can mark group membership. The latter part of the chapter suggested 
that dance can be a form of consumption, which like other forms of 
consumption can be used to communicate group membership. Finally 
it was suggested that as much of the work on music and consumption 
draws on Bourdieu's work that these ideas may provide a suitable 
framework for exploring public Salsa dancing in London.
Various studies have detailed competing genealogies of Salsa, which 
are used to imply ownership and bestow authority on the different 
uses to which the dance can be put. But there remains little work 
specifically looking at the relationship between these contrasting 
perspectives, what each might offer Salsa consumers and practitioners 
and how different groups of consumers or dancers might perceive and 
interact with each other. The work from other areas of cultural 
consumption suggests various models, ranging from a harmonious 
créolisation through chase and flight to overt conflict over cultural 
products.
So although it is liberating to think that we can construe ourselves in 
whichever way we please, process this occurs in the context of our 
peers' reactions, who judge our embodied state, especially when we 
use this to communicate our desired identities to the groups to which 
we may wish to belong to by dancing in public.
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Questioning London Salsa.
This literature raises a number of questions, the main one being: what 
identities are constructed, communicated and maintained by dancing 
Salsa in London?
Practice
The above suggests that there could be considerable social benefit to be 
gained from certain cultural practices. In this light what might Salsa 
have to offer its audience when they practice the dance in public? How 
does this practice translate Salsa 's symbolic resources into tangible 
benefits for London's Salsa dancers?
Meanings
If music and dance can be thought of as resources for identity 
construction then what kind of resources might Salsa dancing offer its 
various practitioners in London? How is Salsa perceived in London 
and what associations and meanings do its audiences read into it? 
Furthermore what identities might be communicated by dancing Salsa, 
group membership, ethnicity, place, cosmopolitanism etc?
What might it offer symbolically, how is it interpreted by its audiences 
in London? Is it still considered to be a marker of 'Latin identity', as 
Roman Velazquez suggested or has it been re-construed, as Manuel 
predicts, to suit the needs of its new more diverse audience?
8 2
Authority
What makes a dancer authoritative, their connection to some notion of 
authentic Salsa or other qualities? Can the contrasting interpretations 
of Salsa that were seen in the literature coexist in a local "scene" or will 
this result in symbolic struggles over the meaning, associations, and 
ownership of the music and dance and its associated identities?
Distinction and group membership
Can dancing Salsa be thought of as a form of cultural capital? If so can 
the theory accommodate practices such as dancing Salsa ?
How are aesthetic judgements applied to dancing Salsa in London, is 
there a dominant aesthetic, who does this privilege, and how might 
this affect identity construction?
Clearly the existing literature cannot answer these questions, and an 
understanding of these issues can only be gained by drawing data 
from the Salsa clubs and the Salsa dancers. The remainder of this thesis 
explores these issues in order to help provide some answers to these 
questions about London's Salsa clubs.
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Chapter 4
Methods and Methodology
The last two chapters outlined how the relationship between music 
and identity had been portrayed in the previous literature and how 
this might be applied to help understand the public consumption of 
Salsa in London's dance clubs. This review culminated in a number of 
research questions that were deduced from previous work in related 
fields.
This chapter discusses the various methods (participant observation, 
semi-structured interviews and textual analysis) that were chosen to 
examine these questions and the assumptions accompanying those 
choices. These techniques are well documented elsewhere (Marshall 
and Rossman 1989, Hammersley 1990), so rather than merely 
reproduce or quote a chronologically organised recipe for carrying out 
such a study, this chapter concentrates on the specific concerns that 
these methods were chosen to address.
The chapter begins with some more abstract considerations regarding 
the qualitative methods used in this study of London's Salsa clubs and 
how these considerations were addressed. This is followed by 
reflection on the process of research and types of evidence that might 
satisfy the research questions. Lastly the chapter examines the 
practical problems faced in this study and how these were dealt with 
at various stages of the project.
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Ontological assumptions
At the start of the study various assumptions needed to be identified 
as they could unwittingly alter the course of a research project. For 
example, the previous work on British Salsa by Roman Velazquez 
(1999, 2002) is driven by the importance of Latin identities. But such a 
research agenda is potentially hazardous for this study because it 
presupposes the existence of Latin identities and retrospectively 
assesses the relevance of various behaviours to this template. This 
thesis explores that relationship with a less ideologically motivated 
agenda, because as the previous chapter has outlined, "Latin" identity 
is a vague, complex project (Portes and Truelove, 1987) based on 
rallying various national, ethnic and political groups around a 
particular postcolonial ideal. It is important, however, not to embrace 
these social constructs as analytical entities before exploring the data 
in a more open manner. To avoid this pitfall, this study does not use 
"Latin" as a stable analytical construct, to allow informants' use of the 
term to be investigated.
Cultural ownership
Further potentially problematic terms are used by Manuel (1994), for 
example "re-signification" can be contentious as the stability and 
universality of Salsa as a signifier is ambiguous and not a pre-existing 
constant. Therefore this thesis assumes that signification is ongoing, 
and therefore the term re-signification though intuitively useful is 
analytically misleading.
Additionally Manuel's (1994) reference to the "creative appropriation" 
of son implies legitimate owners and illegitimate cultural borrowers.
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But in this context, where access to authenticity is itself a resource that 
privileges some accounts over others, the term creative appropriation 
can imply that one group are thought of as original cultural owners of 
Salsa while others are less worthy appropriators or cultural thieves. 
This stance could obscure some informants' perspectives if it gave the 
impression that they were not legitimate Salsa fans but second-rate 
appropriators.
Avoiding these preconceptions at an early stage avoids these potential 
pitfalls and allows a greater freedom in conceptualising and 
understanding informants' relationship with Salsa. This was 
especially so during interviews when the term Latin was only 
mentioned towards the end of the interview, to allow informants an 
opportunity to express their constructions and connections of Salsa 
without leading them to use references to Latin authenticity.
Consuming and competing identities
A key theoretical assumption is that identities are indicated by 
accounts of group membership and shared classificatory schema. In 
addition this study assumes that cultural and social capital and the 
"structuring structures" of habitus, actually exist in the real world. 
Using these ideas accepts the metanarrative that permeates Bourdieu's 
work and emphasise the cultural struggles between groups and that 
they can be treated as a framework and plausible model that help to 
explore dance clubs.
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Epistemological concerns
The choice of research method also involves assumptions about the 
nature and production of valid and reliable knowledge. There is some 
concern that qualitative methods may over-emphasise the subjective 
experience, especially that the researcher's perspective may 
unwittingly distort or contaminate the findings. Also this subjectivist 
approach risks emphasising the opinions of individuals who may be 
deluded by the very social processes under investigation. As Bourdieu 
(1976) suggests, behaviour can be guided by unconscious strategy that 
informants cannot articulate, and so informants might unintentionally 
stress their own interests in their cultural struggles. Therefore the 
challenge for the analyst is to move beyond common-sense beliefs or 
"doxic knowledge" (which may be as much a consequence of social 
experience as they are insight) and reach a theoretically informed 
understanding, while still preserving informants subjective 
perspectives.
Therefore this study aims to emphasise these perspectives by 
documenting the range of meanings ascribed to Salsa, the strategies 
dancers use to describe their relationship with Salsa and how they 
place themselves in that context. The focus on the subjective 
perspective might suggest that this study had a phenomenological 
orientation, which treats informants' constructions of the world as real 
because they are perceived to be real by informants in their 
understanding of their worlds (Kelly 1955). However informants were 
consulted in order to help me understand how they construed the 
world, and how their perspectives informed group membership. The 
data were ultimately interpreted using my understanding, which was 
gained from an overview of all the accumulated data. Therefore this 
study ultimately draws on a realist perspective that accepts the
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existence of objective reality, but acknowledges the infinite obstacles 
in accessing evidence on that reality. The main epistemological task 
for this study is therefore not to mimic an objective or even an 
experimental design but to take advantage of the combined subjective 
perspectives and describe how the world is perceived, and how the 
consequences of these perceptions affect behaviour.
Triangulation
Because qualitative methods emphasise subjective accounts, they are 
vulnerable to impartialities. The conventional approach for 
corroborating qualitative findings has been to examine several data 
sources or approaches to the research question. Denzin (1978) applied 
the term Triangulation to this practice, which evokes a cartographer 
mapping the true location of a point by viewing it from different 
angles. But it is important not to take the metaphor too literally, or 
believe that this can provide an objective description of reality. It is 
more useful to recognise that the combination of data sources and 
approaches offers different approaches, which can all help with the 
research questions.
For this study three different methods and sources of data were used 
to explore the meanings and use of Salsa. Participant observation 
investigates cultural practice in context to describe the relationships, 
use of space, and interaction between club goers. Club visits yielded 
informants for interviews, and provided an insight into the 
classificatory schema dancers use and their relationships with Salsa. 
Finally during the participant observations promotional flyers were 
collected for analysis, which provides an insight into how Salsa was
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portrayed in clubs. These techniques and data sources are now 
considered in turn.
Participant observation
Participant observation draws on an anthropological tradition of 
studying cultures by allowing researchers to be immersed in a culture, 
the idea is that by sharing their experiences, researchers may 
empathize with the natives and share their understanding of the 
world (Marshall and Rossman 1989). In sociology this approach has 
been applied to describe cultures that are often closer to the 
researcher's own environment background and practice (Back 1996). 
Thus the ethnographic approach attempts to benefit from the 
subjective perspectives social actors use to understand the world as an 
experience. The approach was used here to describe the first hand 
club experience by attending Salsa clubs and joining in with the 
activities.
Interviews
Semi-structured and unstructured interviews provided most of the 
data. Informal unstructured interviews were carried out concurrently 
with the participant observations to provide the initial indication of 
the issues that were important to participants. These provided the first 
suggestion that dancers aimed to distance themselves from other 
dancers who they felt were dancing incorrectly (often presented in 
terms of authenticity) or whose motives were not true to some essence 
of Salsa. The observations and informal interviews provided the 
question areas and specific questions for the semi-structured
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interviews, which allowed the main topics to be explored, and for 
informants to expand on ideas that arose from the analysis. This 
allowed various aspects of the topic to be explored and helped 
preserve some participant insight into London's Salsa clubs.
Textual analysis
In addition to the participant observation and interviews, 155 
promotional flyers were collected from the clubs for analysis. The 
flyers were examined for visual examples of ideas that emerged from 
the interviews and observation. The flyers and adverts were analysed 
to supplement the ethnography and interviews, they differ from these 
sources in that they are designed for distribution in the public domain, 
and so the promoter's skills are central to this data source. But this 
analysis was not intended to discover the latent meanings too deeply 
but to display the range of representations of Salsa as they are 
presented to dancers. Therefore this analysis illustrates the findings 
from the other methods using different data sources, and data 
collection techniques.
Impartiality
A feature common to all the approaches used was that the data were 
not collected with an objective instrument, for example, a standardised 
questionnaire, but by a person, who reacts, and is reacted to by the 
subjects under investigation (Marshall 1998). Therefore the 
relationship between the researcher and the research setting is crucial. 
The methods that were chosen each had to deal with the potential for 
impartiality.
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A crucial variable for this study was the extent to which I was 
considered to be a member or an outsider as the degree of 
membership that is achieved by the investigator can affect the nature 
of the data. Lofland and Lofland (1970) suggest that ethnographer's 
should record data as total outsiders and move to the perspective of 
insider for the analysis and write up. For this study being an outsider 
meant forgoing insider knowledge, this allows the description of the 
phenomenon without being tainted by prior knowledge that might 
mislead the analysis.
Therefore I tried to acknowledge and reflect on my perspectives and 
participation with Salsa, while attempting some analytical distance. 
Participating with the dancing also moves away from the detached 
objectivist approach, though dancing is not superior participation nor 
allows greater access to some essence of Salsa clubs. Often I just sat 
and watched the dancing and this too allowed me to blend in with a 
large proportion of people in the Salsa clubs who were also not 
dancing.
Going native
A related problem is that the observer can, through prolonged contact 
with the peoples under investigation, become unable to adopt the 
detachment required for analysis. This is sometimes referred to as 
"going native" and presents two sets of problems. On the one hand 
the observer's outsider (or neutral) status is under question, but they 
might wrongly think themselves to be insiders and rely on this 
knowledge. Thus the insider- analyst may nominate themselves as 
advocates for other "insiders" and superimpose their interpretations 
and experiences over those of their informants or, use their experience
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to corroborate informants' accounts. Furthermore such an analyst 
may find it impossible to see beyond the concepts that are relevant to 
other insiders and thus be unable to translate these for an academic 
audience.
The return of the retired insider
However a simple fixed insider /  outsider dichotomy is an over­
simplification; as boundaries may change over time. The relationship 
the observer has with cultural practices being investigated can be a 
crucial. To demonstrate this and to place my own knowledge in 
context, I will briefly describe how my changing relationship with 
Salsa might have contributed to this work.
I started dancing Salsa in 1992 after visiting Bahia a club in Vauxhall 
that had a live Salsa band. I grew up in London but am from a 
Spanish family, speak Spanish fluently and had a passing familiarity 
with Latin American music because as a child Merengue and Son were 
sometimes played at family gatherings alongside Spanish rumbas. 
Flamenco and paso dobles. But while growing up I didn't distinguish 
between Spanish and Latin American music and had no knowledge or 
interest in what I felt was music for my parent's generation. So years 
later at Bahia, I was unable to join in with the dancing that only 
vaguely resembled my childhood memories. But friends encouraged 
me to attend Salsa classes and I quickly learnt the basic steps and 
started attending London's Salsa clubs regularly and became quite a 
good dancer.
My familiarity with the clubs and being able to dance Salsa has helped 
me recruit informants. But I cannot nominate myself, as an insider as
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dancing in the early 1990's does not necessarily provide an 
understanding of the clubs in 2001. Not only was the club audience 
very different but my reaction to the clubs changed following several 
life events.
Firstly my leisure life changed dramatically when I became a father 
and gradually found Salsa clubs less rewarding. So by 1998 I only 
attended Salsa clubs to collect data. This time also coincided with a 
period of bereavement when I lost a close childhood friend, who I had 
learnt to dance with and used to go clubbing with. At this time Salsa 
clubs or any celebration felt so inappropriate that I could not bring 
myself visit any club. When I eventually returned to collect data in the 
clubs, I was very consciously working rather than relaxing. These are 
major reasons why my testimony cannot substitute or even 
supplement that of informants, because I am no longer awestruck by 
the magic of Salsa clubs.
These points are mentioned here because these personal experiences 
also affected my data collection. Even when I resumed my fieldwork 
these experiences heightened my feeling of detachment and have been 
an obstacle to my letting go and joining in with all the fun. All 
accounts are vulnerable to the subjectivities of the author, and I 
believe these can be seen in that my accounts of Salsa clubs downplay 
the enjoyment that clubs can offer.
Aside from my own emotions, these events imposed a sense of 
detachment that helped me avoid providing a promotional or 
celebratory account of Salsa clubs. While a great deal of enjoyment is 
available from attending Salsa clubs, this study does not defend, 
market or even criticise them but merely attempts to shed light on and 
explain the social processes that occur there. This detachment also
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allowed me to divest myself from any benefit I might gain from this 
study within the clubs and this is a crucial aspect of my analytical 
stance.
This has allowed me to stop being a competing participant, I didn't 
feel compelled to dance in a spectacular or unique way, and felt happy 
to blend into the background, observe more and compete less. Also 
by not competing I could allow informants knowledge to exceed mine, 
and avoid favouring one variant of Salsa over another. Perhaps the 
most important aspect of becoming, in a sense, a retired-insider is that 
1 no longer participate in the struggles for ownership that many 
informants have displayed. This term captures my simultaneous 
empathy and estrangement, familiarity and detachment.
Sampling: techniques
The following section describes how the samples were chosen for each 
techniques to best explore the research questions.
Sampling: Participant observation.
The observations were carried out in dance venues around London, 
during the fieldwork Salsa seemed to have been very popular. There 
were many Salsa events in London. For example, the web site 
www.latinlatest.co.uk, listed over a thousand Salsa clubs and events 
while www.citvguides.salsaweb.com/eneland/London/clubs.htm 
listed 53 clubs and lessons (43 with London postcodes).
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Ten clubs were chosen from the "salsaweb" list, specifically clubs 
where dancers danced as couples. These clubs were advertised as 
Salsa clubs or featuring predominantly Salsa on the night in question 
(some clubs e.g. Bar Rumba only hold Salsa nights once a week). For 
this reason, clubs that combined Salsa with other music (e.g. top 40 
chart music, samba, soca, reggae etc) on the same floor were not 
visited. So for example Villa Stefano's which plays mainly Salsa on a 
Sunday was visited, but Club Havana on a Wednesday, which plays a 
selection of British chart music and "Latin pop", does not because the 
dancers do not perform Salsa or any co-ordinated couple dance. This 
definition also excludes venues such as the Royal Festival Hall where 
Salsa performers have played but the audience was unable to dance 
because of the venue layout or policy, despite the many Salsa dancers 
present. Clubs, which dedicated a dance floor to Salsa, with other 
music on other floors, were included (e.g. the Loughborough Hotel) as 
one floor could work as separate club with Salsa available all evening.
I attended ten different venues to observe and join in with the 
dancing, perform informal interviews and recruit informants for 
interviews. This sampling strategy attempted to reflect the apparent 
diversity of the Salsa club audience. I visited established older clubs, 
such as Bar Rumba, Salsa fusion. Salsa Palladium in the West End, that 
are often described as "mainstream" clubs. 1 also visited established 
South London venues such as the Loughborough Hotel and Soneros, 
newer clubs such as El Despelote which specialises in Cuban music 
and outer London clubs, such as Mambo City in North London and 
Diamonds in South London which attract a largely African Caribbean 
audience.
I also visited large events because informants suggested that 
"everyone would be there", such as Salsa fusion, the national Salsa 
competition held in Streatham, and an open air festival featuring
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famous Salsa singers such as Ruben Blades, Oscar D'leon and the late 
Celia Cruz.
Sampling techniques: Interviews
Thirty-one semi-structured interviews were completed in parallel with 
the observation. Initially informants such as DJs were sought as they 
could provide an overview of the club scene. The sample was drawn 
from contacts made during the fieldwork in the clubs, contacts with 
musicians, DJs, dance teachers, dancers and adverts on the Internet. 
The sampling strategy was flexible to take account of newly 
discovered aspects of the Salsa scene as the study progressed, for 
example, 1 learnt about the national Salsa championship during the 
fieldwork and then interviewed some of the competitors.
The initial plan was to use a snowball sample to recruit informants 
from the Salsa audience in order to move beyond the sub sample of 
dancers I might meet in a club. Snowball sampling is often 
recommended for studying hard to reach groups (Arber 1993), this 
method was initially chosen because Salsa was at the time a relatively 
obscure activity. Snowball sampling's success depends on the link 
between informants. One problem with snowball sampling is that it 
may over emphasise closely connected groups (Arber 1993), for 
example, it could just uncover a network in the Salsa audience who 
have similar interpretations of Salsa.
To avoid this, different types of consumer were sought by attending 
clubs and dance classes. Also during the course of this study the 
popularity of Salsa has grown substantially to the extent that I had 
little trouble in finding interviewees. In the end the snowball sample
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was not greatly successful in providing new informants. More 
interviewees (20) were directly approached in clubs than were 
introduced by snowballing (11). Usually the chains of informants 
dried up after only one referral, only three chains of informants 
provided more than three informants. During visits to clubs I would 
dance and chat with dancers. It is usual for people to chat while 
dancing especially if the music is not too fast. In these circumstances 
dancers tend to talk about their backgrounds and their relationship 
with Salsa; this custom provided an opportunity to mention this study 
and ask them for an interview.
Some fifty people were asked for interviews in the clubs, people that 
provided contact details tended to keep to their word and take part in 
the interview. Some potentially valuable interviewees were also very 
unreliable and it was not practical to keep investing time pursuing 
them for interviews when they continually failed to turn up for 
appointments. This occurred with three informants continually an 
unavoidable selection bias in this study is that co-operative and 
reliable informants were over represented because there was not 
enough time available to pursue habitually absent informants 
regardless of how important their accounts might have been.
It is possible that informants' co-operation, or lack of it, was a function 
of the perceived level of my own social capital. Perhaps high-ranking 
social actors were reluctant to participate with my study and revealed 
this by their unreliability. Certainly my recruitment of informants 
became easier towards the end of the fieldwork after I received the 
cooperation and endorsement of a renowned dance teacher who 
claimed that the entire Salsa scene owed her a favour and would 
cooperate if she asked them.
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The sample was reviewed as the study progressed to help represent 
different perspectives. So after interviewing several dance teachers, I 
would pursue non-teachers, or after speaking to novices I would seek 
people who entered competitions. I also sought a mix of nationalities 
and ethnicities, as far as the small sample size would allow. Towards 
the end of the study deliberately sought male dancers, because my 
strategy of interviewing the people I had danced with had resulted in 
a disproportionate number of female informants.
Sampling techniques: Textual analysis
Material for textual analysis was gathered using opportunistic 
sampling. Flyers were collected during visits to the clubs, where they 
are freely available and where promoters hand them out. Flyers were 
also collected from record shops, in particular Mr Bongos in central 
London that specialises in Latin American music and also offers flyers 
from most of London's main clubs. While a large range of events are 
promoted using flyers, for example dance classes, festivals and 
concerts, only flyers that promoted Salsa clubs were used for the 
analysis. This used the same criteria as described above to select clubs 
for the observations, with the advantage that a greater number of 
flyers could be examined than clubs.
Data Collection techniques: Participant observation
For the observations, 1 tended to visit each club about three times, 
(apart from clubs that were not held weekly or involved a long 
journey) usually after 10pm. I took pocket-sized pencils and a small 
pocket notebook and would combine observing, discrete note taking, 
dancing and chatting with people. The field notes were written up as
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soon as possible after the observation, where possible that evening or 
the following day, to prevent memory distortion. These notes were 
used for analysis, and more recollections were added to them as they 
were written up.
Geertz (1973) suggested that ethnographers use "thick description" in 
their field notes and the notes for this study included detailed 
descriptions of the physical space, the distribution of people and their 
activities. Sometimes the value of this detail was not immediately 
apparent. For example, the early visits described the word "bar" 
written above the bar, the posters on the wall, murals and even the 
materials that the floor was made of. The relevance of these only 
became clear after the interviews, for example, it turned out that some 
accomplished dancers would only dance on particular floor coverings, 
and the detail from the field notes then provided an idea why these 
dancers only danced in certain areas of the clubs. As the study 
progressed the field notes became more focussed on illustrating the 
themes that emerged from the interviews and the theoretical interest 
in the interaction between social and cultural capital in the clubs.
After a period of taking notes I would walk around the clubs and 
literally look from another perspective. On occasions when 1 was no 
longer gathering any new data by merely observing I would ask 
someone to dance. This interaction was especially useful, it is 
acceptable for people to talk while dancing and the dancing of Salsa is 
a common talking point.
I would ask informants how long they had been dancing, where they 
had learnt, which were the best clubs and the clubs to avoid. This is a 
more subtle way of finding out about dancers' tastes without clumsily 
interrogating them. When the conversation turned to my personal
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details, 1 would describe the study and ask if they were interested in 
participating. Aside from recruiting interviewees dancing also 
allowed me to reflect on my reaction to, how friendly the club felt, or 
the pleasures and pressures of dancing, the sensation of being shoved, 
being stamped on or being turned down for a dance.
Data Collection techniques: Interviews
Informants suggested the venues for the thirty-one semi-structured 
interviews. Twenty were interviewed in cafés, eight in informants' 
homes, two in my home, and one on the telephone. They were taped 
(with consent) as this is faster than note taking, provides more detail 
and helps the interviewer participate more in the discussion. Fielding 
(1993) also suggests that informants feel their responses are taken 
more seriously when taped. Interviews were taped on 120-minute 
tapes, which could record uninterrupted for an hour before the tape 
needed to be turned over. The tape was switched off (or sections 
erased) on request.
Although eight informants spoke Spanish, only three interviews were 
conducted predominantly in Spanish, two used both Spanish and 
English (where the informants, like myself, were also bilingual) and 
the remaining twenty-six were conducted in English.
The interview content was derived from the literature and informal 
pilot interviews with key informants during visits to clubs, record 
shops, or as Lofland and Lofland (1984) suggested in discussions of 
the research topic whenever possible. Several areas emerged from the 
literature and these conversations and which formed the basis of an 
interview guide.
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Informants were told the interview aimed to bring about a two-way 
conversation about their Salsa dancing and the dynamics of the dance 
floor. Their views were being sought because they were experts by 
virtue of their Salsa dancing. The interview guide included questions 
that explored, boundary construction, perceptions of authenticity, 
meanings of Salsa, and interactions between dancers. These questions 
can be grouped although in the interviews the sequence varied as 
these were introduced into the conversation when as appropriate.
The questions include demographic details such as age, gender, 
national or ethnic background.
1. Salsa dancing profile: This covers informants' introduction to dancing, 
how long they had been dancing, how often they danced, where they 
learnt, who taught them, why they learnt to dance Salsa and the styles 
they danced.
2. Salsa music tastes: These recorded informant's tastes, the clubs, music, 
dance styles and DJs that liked and disliked, and the reasons they gave 
for their tastes.
3. Group membership: These asked informants to describe how they 
related to their peers and any group membership.
4. Interactions: This focused on how informants chose their dance 
partners.
5. Authenticity: These questions explored informant's use of authenticity 
as a resource, its value and relevance. Informants were asked to 
explain terms such as "real Salsa " and "real salsero" which appeared 
in club publicity.
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6. National and Latin identities: These pursued the perceived
connections between Salsa and various national and ethnic groups.
The interview guide was reviewed to include ideas that had emerged 
in the interview and during the observations. Aside from this 1 would 
also ask informants to reflect on flyers and my experiences during the 
participant observations. These were presented as short vignettes and 
informants were then asked if the situation was familiar or how they 
would react in that situation.
Debriefing Informants
After the main interview guide had been completed I would spend a 
few minutes debriefing informants and providing a summary of my 
current thinking at that stage of analysis. Later interviews included a 
short description of concepts such as cultural capital, appropriation etc 
towards the end of the interview. This equipped informants with a 
basic theoretical framework that allowed them to apply their insight 
and move beyond the immediate examples to a broader overview, just 
as I had done by distancing myself from my dancing experience.
It is important to note that this information was provided only after 
the main interview had been completed. The interviews were divided 
into two sections the first where informants didn't have this 
information and the second where they knew the research agenda. 
Data from the second section were treated with caution to isolate 
instances where informants may have been prompted to give 
particular answers. This presents a different kind of data and care was 
taken to preserve the context of the data and not to confuse data from 
the two sections. But this approach is valuable as it allows informants
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to collaborate in constructing a version of their Salsa club experience 
and where appropriate to disagree with me and help me refine my 
ideas. After this debriefing informants were asked if they had any 
additional questions, which provided further discussion.
Analysis and interpretation
Although the nature of this chapter separates the different 
methodological tasks, these were not performed in sequence but 
simultaneously. The recruitment and interviewing of informants 
overlapped with the analysis. Themes and ideas from the early 
analysis were used to refine the interview guides for later interviews 
and observation (Miles and Huberman, 1994, Glaser and Strauss, 
1967). In some interviews the flyers were also discussed, and they 
provided a way of introducing the topic of authentic Salsa.
Analysis: Participant observation
The first moment of the analysis occurred while writing up the first 
observations in September 1998. The most striking aspects of this visit 
were the exotic references in the club decor and the depth of the 
resentment and contempt some of the audience had for their peers. 
The main issue to emerge was how authenticity was used as a means 
of dividing the audience and providing authority for others. As a 
result the meaning and uses of authenticity as a source of authority 
became one of the research themes to be explored in the interviews.
The field notes were reviewed between visits to clubs to draw out the 
similarities and differences between them. These also provided 
interview questions and a focus for future observations. The analysis
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of the field notes drew out common and recurring themes about Salsa 
clubs. The field notes were written to present typical features of the 
clubs, and variations from these. These regularities were drawn on to 
create an account of a composite club for the ethnographic account.
Analysis: Interviews
I transcribed half the interviews but due to time pressures a 
transcribing service was used for the remaining interviews. The 
interviews were transcribed verbatim and typed into a word 
processing package, the texts were examined for the main themes and 
overall impressions gained from each interview. Informants main 
concerns and arguments were grouped and these themes used to 
guide the ongoing analysis. Thus the interviews were used to 
highlight informants' concerns, such as the construction of 
authenticity and the strategies that privilege certain aesthetic 
judgements about ways of dancing Salsa.
Analysis was performed in English, although some interviews had 
been carried out in Spanish, the codes were in English and the 
interviews were not translated to avoid alterations in meaning 
following translation (Fielding, 1993). Only the quotes cited in this 
document were translated, and appear in the original Spanish in 
Appendix 2.
The texts were then imported into Atlas Ti 4.1 and the interviews were 
coded to highlight the main resources through which participants 
construct the nature and significance of their identity and the Salsa 
scene in general, for example, identities, representations, boundary 
formation, displays of ethnicity, authenticity, the construction of the
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self, Latin identity, consumption and dance. Atlas Tl was then used to 
recall the codes so that different references to the same issue could be 
examined together. Thus patterns highlighted instances where 
different codes occur together to, "reach across multiple data sources 
and condense them with somewhat less concern for the theoretical or 
conceptual meanings of these observations" (Miles and Huberman 
1994, p8).
Atlas Ti was also used to retrieve key terms within the transcripts 
themselves, such as authenticity, ethnicity, culture etc. Various 
synonyms were generated using the MS Word online thesaurus. 
Searches for Spanish translations of these key terms were also run 
immediately after the search in English.
Atlas Ti was not used to retrieve lists of these terms; instead the 
programme was used to jump between them so that they could be 
examined in context. This helped to discount instances where 
informants had provided an interesting quote which was in response 
to a poorly worded or leading question. It can be appropriate to 
prompt informants at various stages of the interview but it is of no 
analytical use to merely quote informants parroting my terms, and 
these responses have never been used or quoted in the thesis.
Analysis: Textual analysis
The analysis of flyers was used to highlight examples of the themes 
that emerged from the observations and interviews. This analysis 
describes a range of potential meanings rather than a definitive 
meaning of each flier. It is more interesting to see how informants 
construct their meaning in the light of competing constructions.
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The flyers were examined for instances of images and references to the 
previous analytical themes, for example, references to authenticity, 
portrayals of sexuality and correctness in the performance of Salsa. A 
list of headings was produced and the flyers organised into each of 
these groups. Each group was examined and the flyers compared to 
discover examples and exceptions to the emerging patterns. Once the 
range of representations of a theme had been recorded the process was 
repeated for the next theme, this allowed some flyers to be used 
several time for different themes. These flyers have been used to 
illustrate the analytical themes emerging throughout the entire study.
The combination of these approaches provides an account of Salsa that 
is grounded in the London's clubs and the discourses that recur in 
informants' accounts, their behaviour on the dance floor and the 
ephemeral items such as flyers and adverts that the clubs generate.
Therefore this study has used three different approaches and data 
sources to describe the various constructions and uses of Salsa among 
its various audiences in London. There have been a number of 
attempts to avoid over emphasising any one type of response and in 
particular to benefit from my own knowledge without letting this 
cloud the more contemporary perspectives of London's Salsa dancers.
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Chapter 5
A brief history and taxonomy of London Salsa
Chapter two provided a history of Salsa's travels around the world 
as new audiences in the Caribbean, Latin America, North America 
and Europe adopted the definitive and essentialised rhythms. 
However, the existing literature does not deal effectively with how 
Salsa became popular outside the Americas (Hosokawa 1999) and 
especially how it is received in the UK. In order to address this 
omission, this short chapter provides a history of London Salsa as 
described by informants. This fills the gap in the history provided in 
the introductory chapter, based on Roman Velazquez's (1999) account 
that concentrates more on the venues rather than the dance. Roman's 
account tended to stress the idea of a unified Salsa scene, which was 
to a large extent homogeneous because it consisted of a few venues 
and a small audience. However since that study was carried out. 
Salsa has become more established in London's clubs which n now 
display a greater range of Salsa styles that contrasts with the more 
homogenised version of Salsa that was common when Roman 
Velazquez carried out her fieldwork.
This chapter provides the first glimpse of the data and the reason for 
placing it at this stage is to provide some background to the divisions 
that dominate informants' accounts in the rest of the thesis. These are 
important to the construction of difference and group boundaries that 
help dancers orientate their own identities. Furthermore while the 
existing literature touches on Salsa music in London there has been 
little description of how that music was interpreted through the 
different dances that are performed. This is not a definitive or 
authoritative account but describes how the informants who
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contributed to this study perceived the evolution of Salsa as a local 
dance. There are also alternative accounts, which detail the 
involvement of big businesses in the development of the "salsa 
scene", but this chapter focuses primarily on the development of the 
dance, rather than the local economics.
In the beginning...
The only mention informants made of Latin American music in the 
UK prior to the 1970's was by Daria who remembered that she hated 
the corny Edmundo Ros radio shows that were played when her 
mother took her to the hairdresser as a child.
Aside from this contemptuous reference, the history of Salsa that 
informants usually describe tends to begin in the late 1970s. At this 
time Salsa was relatively unknown in London's clubs and was 
restricted to Jazz venues, "world music" events or rare occasions 
when an internationally known performer would come to the UK. At 
this time though, the dances were performed freestyle and thus could 
not be performed by couples.
The next main event that changed the dancing of Salsa in London was 
arrival of several groups of Latin American migrants and refugees in 
the UK. Each wave followed particular crises in their countries of 
origin, for example, civil wars, organised crime, violence or economic 
difficulty in those countries. The first significant group were from 
Chile in the 1980s, these were followed people from Central 
American countries and then significantly for the spread of Salsa, 
Colombians and Venezuelans.
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Cubans would not arrive in significant numbers on the Salsa scene 
until mid 1990s. So in the late 1980s London's Salsa audience were 
predominantly Latin American for example, Colombian, and the 
venues were often informal parties in venues that were hired for a 
night. Then Latin Americans and in particular Colombians held Salsa 
dances in the UK, for Latin American audiences. Among the early 
venues was a club called "Sol y Sombra" that was started in 1982 by a 
British DJ called Dave Hucker who played Salsa, ska and reggae, but 
by 1986 the club was closed down after the venue burnt down in a 
fire. At around this time the Salsa scene began to diverge with 
Colombian clubs that served a Latin American audience playing 
more obscure Colombian hits and a "mainstream" scene that 
appealed to a more mixed audience.
Lambada: The return of the couple dance
The next relevant development for the development of Salsa in 
London was the popularity of Lambada. A Brazilian song about 
Lambada had been popular throughout Europe in the summer of 
1990 and by the autumn the song became a hit in the UK.
Although Salsa dancers now scoff at Lambada its significance for 
Salsa is that it presented the possibility that couple dancing could be 
acceptable for a younger audience, and needn't be as formal, 
unfashionable and asexual as ballroom dancing. The closeness of the 
dance directly contrasted with ballroom dances, and furthermore the 
availability of dance lessons made Lambada even more accessible. 
However the popularity of Lambada was short lived, some 
informants who had later danced Salsa noted that the Lambada music 
became monotonous because there was only a small selection of
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songs to choose from. Referring to this point the Salsa DJ Ara joked 
there were only twenty Lambada songs and that the clubs needed to 
play Zouk to provide some musical variety wliile still allowing 
dancers to benefit from the Lambada dance steps they had learnt. But 
although the interest in Lambada passed the important point for Salsa 
is that Lambada short-lived popularity reintroduced couple dancing 
into London's clubs after an absence of many years.
Dance classes
The late 1980's had also seen the growth in popularity of Tapas bars 
that presented a UK clientele with a full meal pastiche of Spanish bar 
snacks. Roman Velazquez (1999) notes that in the early 1990s the 
popularity of Tapas bars was waning, and Salsa nights were used to 
revitalise interest in these venues, these included dance lessons to 
help the clientele join in. A number of Latin American Salsa dancers, 
such as Nelson, Elder, Ramiro, Xiomara and Salsa fusion began 
holding pre-club classes to broaden the popularity of the clubs and 
encourage a reluctant tapas clientele on to the dance floor.
The dances in these classes represented an amalgam of styles. Roman 
Velazquez also suggests that at this time Salsa was promoted using a 
specific idea of an exotic white Latin identity. This resembles what 
Flores (1997) terms "branching out" as the tapas bars emphasised a 
common denominator between a representation of an ethnically 
homogenous Spain and ethnically identical Latin America. Both these 
premises are false and this allowed the cultural products of one 
location to be used to market the other.
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The standardised form of dance was surprising to some practitioners. 
For example, Eduardo a Colombian Salsa musician noted: "when I 
first came to England people danced however they liked, but now 
there is a wav to dance Salsa, you can go and learn how you should 
dance Salsa".
While these dance teachers claimed to reproduce an authentic Latin 
American dance, Julio who was among the first of London's Salsa 
teachers suggested that these classes combined Colombian Salsa 
movements with elements from jive and rock and roll. For example, 
he noted that many of the first British Salsa students were also rock 
and roll dancers. Salsa had also become popular among dancers that 
had previously taken to Lambada. So the clubs attracted a varied 
audience, Latin Americans, Latin Jazz and "world music" 
aficionados. Rock and Roll and Lambada dancers.
Eventually Salsa became popular enough that venues could host 
nightly clubs in central London, in which Salsa was often played 
along with Lambada, which was dropped when it began to lose 
popularity. Interestingly many Lambada dancers switched to Salsa 
and added Lambada moves to London Salsa.
Institutionalising dance classes
Dance classes also became a central part of London Salsa ; to the 
extent that the majority of dancers had learnt tlirough a course of 
lessons rather than gradually through the experience of the clubs. As 
Salsa gained popularity in the mid 1990s dancers sought lessons from 
a range of dance teachers, this included the first generation of Latin
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American Salsa dance teachers, and sometimes their advanced pupils, 
some of whom had only been dancing for a few months.
Some dancers approached formal ballroom dance teachers, for 
lessons and a few ballroom dance teachers refused to have anything 
to do with what they saw as a passing fad, and offered ballroom 
"Rhumba" as an alternative. But many informants found these styles 
far too theatrical and formal and so unsuitable for the clubs.
Nevertheless the large number of enquiries made to ballroom 
teachers prompted an organisation now known to Salsa dancers as 
the UKA (but more formally as: The United Kingdom Alliance of 
Professional Teachers of Dancing and Kindred Arts) an organisation 
that supported teachers of pursuits such as ballroom dancing and 
even fencing to become involved with Salsa. According to the Ansel 
Chezan of the UKA, their intention was to formalise the teaching of 
Salsa and raise the standard by issuing examinations and certificates 
for Salsa teachers and publishing a book that documented the steps.
The book itself was contentious, because its detractors saw it as a 
means of standardising the dance and even of cultural theft by 
notating and publishing knowledge that had previously been handed 
down in person. Although the UKA maintain that they were just 
trying to pass on knowledge to ballroom dancers in a manner that 
they could best understand and were used to.
Interestingly though, in an attempt to embrace all the variants of 
Salsa the UKA have been unable to agree a standard format for Salsa 
and in the end concentrated instead on promoting good teaching 
skills. But importantly the involvement of the UKA greatly bolstered 
the status of the various teachers who signed up with them.
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The UKA suggests that it intended to prevent casual dancers with 
little knowledge from setting themselves up as dance teachers and to 
make sure that dancers were trained. They claim that they intended 
to raise the standard of teaching and protect dance students and 
ensure that teachers were responsible and aware of the potential 
health and safety implications, for example, if a dancer was injured 
during a lesson. So the UKA devised a new branch of their 
organisation dedicated to club dance. Despite this inclusive approach 
they went on to host annual national Salsa and merengue 
competitions with heats throughout the country culminating in 
national championships.
However many Salsa dancers resented the interference by the UKA, 
and suspected that they were attempting to control and regulate an 
existing dance scene for their own ends. The imposition of various 
barriers; health and safety training, a book of notated dance steps, 
examinations, medals and membership of an established organisation 
was ostensibly designed to dissuade potential inexperienced teachers. 
But it also excluded many Latin American teachers whose status was 
perhaps questionable or whose visas did not allow them to work and 
were intimidated by the official sounding title UKA. Rebecca 
describes how many Latin Americans who were involved in Salsa 
clubs perceived the involvement of the UKA.
The UKA ...brought in a Snlsn nnd merengue category this 
completely upset the community 'cos you had these very English 
establishment people coming in telling them how to do their own 
dancing. You know the Latinos, a lot of people ... got really up in 
arms (they would say)...'What the fuck! These English people coming 
up and telling us how to dance and interpret our own music'.
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This highlights the tensions over the control, ownaership and correct 
consumption of Salsa especially the resistance by Latin Americans to 
the appropriation of Salsa by other groups. Therefore while tlie UKA 
may have intended to improve the teacliing and enhance the Salsa 
scene, they have been accused of taking Salsa and exploiting Salsa for 
their own ends to bolster their membership and to surpass rival 
ballroom dance organisations.
Regardless of whatever the UKA's motives were, their involvement 
marked a moment when Salsa ceased to be a minority marginal dance 
and became embraced by the "mainstream".
Going overgound
As Salsa continued to grow in popularity and some of the audience 
became keen to learn the background of the music. The dance teacher 
Julio recognised the increasing sophistication of the audience.
"People know more now; before the people didn't know 
much about Salsa. Now the people know where the singer 
is from where the group is from, before they didn't even 
know the name of the songs. Now the people know 
"lloraras", which they like a lot, is by Oscar D'Leon, They 
know more, they've read more they've even been to Cuba 
already to New York, before they didn't have tlmt 
knowledge. " Julio.
Some dancers became so dedicated to Salsa that their knowledge in 
some respects surpassed that of many locally trained and UKA 
accredited dance teachers. Certainly their dedication to accumulating
114
this knowledge exceeded that of those teachers who taught their 
casual knowledge of dance to an ignorant audience.
Aside from learning the names of artists many of the new audience 
also travelled to countries associated with Salsa to experience the 
"real thing". However, as Said (1978) noted, when Westerners travel 
abroad they find the real experience drastically different from their 
preconceptions. Several informants reported being shocked that 
London Salsa was a caricature of the dances they saw on holiday and 
embarrassed that they were unable to participate in those locations 
there despite being considered to be accomplished dancers in 
London.
While Cuba had been drawn on as a source of authority in dance 
classes, this increasingly knowledgeable audience came to realise that 
the London club dances differed from contemporary Cuban music 
and dance (which was called Casino or Timba but not Salsa ).
Global expertise
As a result a substantial portion of the Salsa audience became 
disillusioned with the type of dance that was offered in the 
authorised dance classes. As a response they sought 
contemporary music and also dance lessons from places such as 
Cuba and New York, which led to a further schism between the 
now orthodox London style and styles based on New York and 
contemporary Cuban styles. As a result of this history there are 
now several established and competing ways to dance Salsa in 
London. These different styles can often be seen danced to the 
same music and may occur side by side in the clubs.
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Firstly there is Latin American and especially Colombian 
style Salsa, this is danced closely by couples, with few turns 
and some intricate footwork.
The orthodox dance class style dating back to the lessons in 
the early 1990s in London was based on Colombian footwork, 
but incorporated intricate turns derived from Casino (Cuban 
salsa), jive, rock and roll and Lambada. This for convenience 
shall be referred to as basic dance class Salsa.
Contemporary New York Mambo sometimes called 'on 2' 
was another very different style. This was more a formal and 
rehearsed style and as it accented a different beat it was counter 
intuitive to even the best "orthodox Salsa " dancers, Leon found 
he had to warn his students '1 have to say that in every class I 
do now. "Listen you may have done the advanced class 
elsewhere, but I suggest you do the Improver class here before 
you do anything else'" The dance also included many intricate 
moves, rehearsed routines solo dancing and theatrical 
mannerisms (which are reminiscent of ballroom showmanship.
Contemporary Cuban Timba contrasts with this and 
orthodox dance class Salsa. This was less structured and more 
spontaneous, and matched the complex rhythmic changes in 
the music. One informant who discovered Timba after dancing 
the orthodox style for many years described the difference in 
musical and social terms:
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Cuban stuff now is difficult to dance to... There were so many 
rhythms going on there! you know when it's a Cuban track, 
because you're always uncertain whether you're dancing to the 
right rhythm. It's all over the place. It's very difficult to dance 
to as a couple. You can't really. So I think Cuban music now 
seems to be veering away from what people go into Salsa for, and 
that is dancing with a partner. You don't have to dance with 
anybody zvith Cuban music. I think quite honestly it's 
impossible (Sarah)
Not only are conventional Salsa classes of little use for this type of 
dance but the motivation to dance is portrayed as different to the 
established Salsa clubs. This itself marks Timba as different from the 
orthodox style that was becoming associated with the mainstream.
Aside from these specific dances there are other hybrids and 
variations that have been developed more informally. These include 
the idiosyncratic style taught by local teachers and some combine 
RnB or soul dancing, intricate footwork and moves from and light­
hearted clowning around such as 1980s body popping. This has 
become very influential in clubs such as Diamonds and the 
Loughborough hotel, and represents a dance where innovation has 
been generated locally without any reference to a Latin American 
model. In addition a small number of dancers practice ballroom 
Mambo that is more formal and stresses correct posture more than 
turns and never features solo dancing.
This was the position as the fieldwork came to a close. A music and 
dance with a range of associations, which evoked Latin America 
gradually became modified by different audiences each seeking 
different things from the dance. Therefore from its origins outside the
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UK these in the various styles of Salsa have become established 
within the London clubs. The result is that Salsa is now a range of 
dances competing for an audience.
Now that this chapter has provided a version of the main events in 
the history of London Salsa, the remainder of the thesis can focus on 
the issues raised by informants that relate to the clubs where they 
practice Salsa.
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Chapter 6
Hangin' out. An ethnography of London salsa clubs.
The review chapters provided a necessarily theoretical background for 
this study by deducing questions from the literature, that related to the 
manner and consequences of the consumption of salsa in London's 
clubs. These essentially questioned two aspects of the consumption of 
salsa, how the audiences' creative appropriation could imbue the dance 
with new meanings and how these perceptions are manifested in the 
interactions between dancers on the dance floor. Audiences' 
reinterpretations of cultural products are well researched in other 
social fields (Frith 1983, Middleton 1990, Lewis 1992) and this thesis 
focuses on how dancers may generate meanings together in and 
around salsa clubs.
But for any reader who has never entered a salsa club, such issues may 
be abstract. To address this, this chapter provides a description of 
clubs and a sense of their typical features and how social actors behave 
in and around these environments. This will provide some 
background through which the theoretical questions can be addressed 
more directly in the subsequent analytical chapters. The events are 
organised broadly in the order that a novice would encounter them 
when turning up at a club. For example, waiting in the queue, being 
"greeted" by the door staff, handing in coats at the cloakroom and 
taking in the spectacle of the club, dancers and their characteristics. 
Only then would the observer consider the layout of the club and the 
use of this space by dancers. Finally when the club is over many 
novices want to learn the dance and so this observation concludes in a 
salsa class where this can be achieved.
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Getting in
The first obvious stage in ethnographic observation is access to the field 
being investigated. Lofland and Lofland (1995) describe, "getting in" as 
a process of negotiating access to a research setting. Access to salsa 
clubs is relatively simple; anyone with about £8 (less during the week) 
who does not displease the door staff and has time to spare can enter a 
salsa club.
While seemingly obvious, there are specific customs in the club 
entering process. Even before entering there may be a short queue to 
negotiate. This seems straightforward; you join the end of the queue 
and wait until the door staff are ready to admit you. Because salsa 
clubs rarely have long queues, it is easy to overlook the fact that some 
people, such as DJs and dance teachers (from other clubs) and their 
entourage don't need to queue, or pay an entrance fee and they come 
and go with ease. An alternative to queuing in the cold or being 
scrutinised by door staff is to enter earlier for the dance classes that 
precede most clubs.
But at Salsafusion (which at the time was held near Leicester Square) 
there was a long winding hairpin queue with a waiting time of around 
an hour, that began forming half an hour before the club opened at 
9pm. As the club reached its 500 capacity the queue stopped moving 
and new people would only be allowed into the club as others left. 1 
carried out one of my observations at Salsafusion in December and 
found that the queue persisted despite the cold, and the presence of 
two other salsa clubs within five minutes walking distance, and that 
some people were leaving the queue. 1 interpreted this as an indication 
of the popularity of the club because new people were constantly 
arriving to sustain the queue. On two other separate occasions my
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reaction was to leave the queue after half an hour and carry out that 
night's observation at a neighbouring club; only to discover that many 
dancers I met there had also left the Salsafusion queue. This also 
indicates the connection between the venues with a clientele that can 
switch between the two options as circumstances dictate.
Those who remained in the queue would look for ways to shorten their 
wait. Generally they would take advantage of their social connections 
and joined friends that were already waiting. The impression was that 
networks of friends attend the dances together and many dancers 
already know each other. While the dancers stood shivering, rival 
dance teachers from other clubs and classes would walk along the 
queue and shake hands with some of the waiting people and fast track 
to the head of the queue. Still other dance teachers would walk the 
length of this queue handing out fliers for rival clubs and trying to 
entice dancers to their clubs.
Door staff
At the entrance of most clubs door staff greet dancers. Door staff range 
from the mild mannered frail looking men in black tie and tails, to huge 
muscular men, who look like ex-boxers, in tuxedos and bulky 
overcoats. The door staff also varied ethnically, they were seldom Latin 
American, and were more usually white or black British.
In some clubs they merely ushered in the clubbers through the 
entrance, though in others they decide whether individuals will enter 
or not. When I asked one man how he decided which people he would 
admit, he answered that he could usually tell trouble because he had 
been doing this for years. The door staff are undeferentially polite, they
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address the dancers as Sir and Madam, but there is an unspoken power 
relationship because door staff can expel anyone that they deem to be 
"trouble" and so dancers seem to avoid any lingering interaction with 
the door staff.
Sometimes door staff would search dancers, the most thorough and 
high-tech search was at Caesar's in Streatham (which hosted the 
national salsa competition) and shares the building with Diamonds. 
Here a team of six heavily built door staff patted down the torso and 
legs of dancers and guided them through a metal detecting security 
device, they were very polite, but the whole experience was 
reminiscent of security control at an airport and was unnerving 
because it gave the impression that violence and weapons might be a 
concern. Despite the security staff I did not see anyone being refused 
entry.
Most clubs had fewer door staff than Ceasars, as violent incidents are 
reportedly rare (which concurs with my experience). During my 
observations I saw one short scuffle (between two Latin Americans) 
and, other dancers quickly intervened and stopped the fighting before 
the security staff arrived. Apparently one had behaved inappropriately 
towards the other's girlfriend. But the club organiser pointed out that 
this was the second incidence of violence in ten years of running the 
club.
Once in the club the usual custom is to pay a pound or so at the 
cloakroom so that coats and valuables can be looked after away from 
the dance floor. Depending on their priorities clubbers either head for 
the bar, change into dancing shoes or immediately approach people 
and ask for a dance.
122
Dancing salsa
The first impression on entering a salsa club can be spectacular. When 
the dance floor is full, especially at large clubs, the dance floor looks 
like a choreographed show, with hundreds of couples dancing flashy 
almost acrobatic moves. The dances seem similar though there is some 
individual variation in the movements with more extravagant dancers 
doing precarious dips, but the couples all move together in a co­
ordinated manner, which can be intimidating for those who cannot 
dance. The next striking thing is that about half the people in the club 
are not dancing and either sitting down drinking, chatting or just 
watching the dancers.
The sequence around dancing is also unusual, different songs are not 
faded into each other so a short pause is left between the tracks, this 
brings a distinct beginning and end to each piece of music. At this 
point people either change partners or stop dancing and rest or visit the 
bar etc. In general dancers do not dance with one partner all evening, 
instead they dance with a partner for two or three dances before 
moving on, some dancers report that while dancing with one partner 
they are scanning for their next. Others look for new partners in the 
short pauses between songs, during which there are quick interactions 
and negotiations as dancers decide on their new partners.
Types of dance
Salsa is danced as a mixed sex couples dance, (though same sex couples 
occasionally dance together). In basic dance-class salsa women and 
men face each other, he holds her right hand with his left, and places 
his right hand on her left shoulder blade, and she places her right hand
123
on his shoulder. From this position he leads her through various 
manoeuvres, he may walk backwards causing her to walk forwards or 
push her away using his right shoulder and release her hands to lead 
her through various spins and turns. They may also hold both hands in 
front while dancing.
The footwork itself seems counterintuitive; and not easy to imitate 
without some formal or informal instruction. Salsa is a 4 /4  music and a 
complete cycle of eight steps covers two musical bars, or eight beats. 
The basic step starts with a tap of the toes on the spot for the first beat, 
followed by a step backward (some dancers step forward) with that 
foot (for example, the right) for beat two. For the third beat the weight 
of the body is shifted back to the other (left) leg, the foot doesn't move, 
but the leg is straightened locking the knee, as a result the left hip rocks 
backward. Finally the right foot is brought back to the centre for the 
fourth beat. The pattern is repeated with the opposite (left) foot 
tapping for beat five and repeating the sequence, with both dancers 
mirroring each other's footsteps.
Variations and embellishments can be made to this step. The tap is 
often replaced with a pause among more experienced dancers, and the 
backward step on the right leg (left for women) can be replaced by a 
forward step (which imitates the mambo). The forward steps can be 
replaced by a side step that results in an abbreviated rumba step, also 
known as the cucaracha.
Many other flourishes can also be added, in particular couples perform 
various turns (revolutions in relation to the other partner) and spins 
(revolutions on the spot) which the male dancer generally directs by 
leading her under his raised arm. There appear to be an endless 
variety of different turns and many female dancers value and see the
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large repertoire of twists and turns that male dancers display. For the 
purposes of this study turns are defined as any manoeuvre that 
involves the woman turning her back on the man, this includes "half­
turns" where a full revolution is not completed and "half nelson's" 
where the woman performs a half turn while he holds her hand behind 
her back, and spins where a dancer turns quickly on the spot without 
walking. Men also perform turns but women are turned on average 
three or four times for every male turn.
The frequency of turns was a contentious issue for many informants, so 
I counted the turns performed in each dance. Women were usually 
turned about seventy times per song, while the men turned around 
twenty Sometime multiple turns are performed quickly within a beat, 
one man turned his dance partner through 60 double turns in one song 
(120 turns).
The number of turns dancers performed varied in different clubs and 
among different dancers. Colombian dancers at El Unicornio, El Barco 
Latino and Bar Salsa did not turn at all while the dancers at Salsa 
Palladium carried out most turns. One of the staff, wearing a Salsa 
Palladium T-shirt, turned his dance partner, a slight woman in her 
early twenties, 31 times until she fell over, he then helped her up and 
turned her a further 65 times only stopping when he was interrupted 
by someone asking for information. Most dancers were performing 
complex turns and when looking from above the heads of the dancers 
from the raised entrance the impression is of a sea of arms raised and 
gently swaying through continuous turns.
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Specialist dances
Dancers performing the New York style of dance seemed to pause and 
dance a little in between bursts of turns, the turns themselves were 
complicated and seemed to defy the convolution of arms. Aside from 
this, the timing of the footwork differed and the men seemed to be 
leading the women in a diagonal line in front of themselves (cross body 
lead) more rather than revolving together exchanging positions. In 
addition this style seemed to be the most precisely choreographed, and 
it included many affected mannerisms. For example, when being 
turned women would extend the free arm quickly upwards with the 
fingers spread out and within the same beat retract this and repeat the 
move to the side. Another move was hair-combing where the woman 
would place her fingertips on her forehead with the elbow pointing 
upward and gradually trace around the top and back of the head 
finishing to the side behind the ear. Sometimes this extended to the 
neck, shoulder and breast. This move was usually carried out in 
combination with solo dancing and shines, as described below.
Groups of dancers who carried out this type of dance would also dance 
together and then later stop to explain dance steps to each other. 
Women danced together at most of the clubs but usually where men 
dance together they would stand side by side and perform the same 
steps but without touching each other. At Bar Salsa I saw a dance 
teacher pull up a chair into the middle of the dance floor and sit astride 
it while he watched his friends dance. This remarkable and for many 
people unthinkable behaviour, suggests a level of confidence and 
ownership of the space that only an established dance teacher 
(celebrity) can express.
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Easier dances
After about ten records or so the music would change to a style called 
Merengue, this has a different beat and history to salsa, but is part of 
the repertoire of music and dance in salsa clubs. While the same dance 
position and turns are used for Merengue and Salsa the footwork 
differs. The London version of Merengue is more simple than Salsa 
and considerably easier to do, being effectively repeated alternate steps 
including leg extensions, locking the knee backwards and moving the 
hip and can be learned quickly. People could dance a basic Merengue 
after one lesson.
Grinding
Another distinct dance move, which could be interspersed with 
Merengue, was Grinding, previously described by Miller (1994) in his 
description of public dancing in Trinidad. I saw grinding at Villa 
Stefano's and Bar Rumba. This was usually performed to Merengue, 
but occasionally to Cuban Timba. The dance move involves couples 
standing facing each other in a tight embrace, the man would place a 
thigh between the woman's thighs. Once in this position the dancers 
would perform a simplified footwork and gradually exaggerate the 
pelvic movement in small circular pushes in either a vertical or 
horizontal plane or both may sway while interlocked. On occasion 
dancers grind in an explicitly and unambiguously sexual manner. The 
man may bend his knees so that he is lower in relation to the woman, 
and so their crotches are level and then rub at each other urgently. On 
the whole though such exaggerated grinding is rare. The important 
point is that these dances are not exclusive or restricted by the dancer's 
ability or knowledge of but by their inhibitions and the extent to which
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they were prepared to carry out such dances. So grinding requires a 
particular disposition rather than skill.
Solo dancing
Several types of solo dancing are also performed in salsa clubs, dancers 
sometimes practice complicated solo manoeuvres among a group of 
friends. They took turns to perform these solo dances and show off the 
steps they had perfected and at La Finca a spotlight would be shone on 
them while they did this. In the couple dance both partners would also 
occasionally separate and perform some fancy footwork solos before 
coming back together. Where these solos are very polished and 
rehearsed they tend to be called shines and are linked to the New York 
style of dance.
Occasionally dancers would dance solo to Cuban Timba, popular 
Timba tracks included "Te pone la cabeza mala" by Los Van Van, and 
"Marcando la distancia" by Manolito y su Trabuco. As these songs 
started there would be a great deal of excitement with dancers jostling 
to find a partner and get to the dance floor, even though these are 
especially hard to dance to because they are fast, complex and feature 
many changes in tempo and rhythm. More often these were danced 
solo and moved away from orthodox dance class steps, the overall 
effect was less precise and disciplined than shines, but more free and 
spontaneous.
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Display dancing
Some dancers also performed the basic salsa footwork solo at the edges 
of the dance floor. Women performed this "display dance" more often 
than men. This dance seemed to communicate a willingness to dance 
to potential partners. They would perform this in prominent places in 
full view of other dancers, or by those currently looking for a partner. 
These dancers appeared more conscious of what was going on around 
them and less absorbed by their dance.
Display dancers do not perform the trance like solo dances that might 
be seen in conventional clubs as they are not dancing for themselves, 
but for onlookers. This was illustrated at one club in an evening of 
mixed music that attracted a salsa and non-salsa dancing audience. 
One woman was dancing alone with both feet planted on the ground 
and swaying her head and torso around in slow circles with hands at 
shoulder height. She seemed totally absorbed in the music without 
caring about any dance conventions. She was asked to dance by three 
separate men and each time she said, "Tm already dancing". When one 
man held her hands and started dancing she shook him off and carried 
on in her trance. In contrast the "display dancers" were always very 
eager to dance.
Rueda and other non standard dances
Aside from the different interpretations of the salsa dance, was a group 
dance called Rueda where dancers form a large circle. Rueda uses 
salsa footwork and includes many people and so each individual 
dances with many partners. But it was seen as exclusive; those not 
participating in Rueda suddenly feel pushed aside as they hear
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stamping, clapping and screaming. These are instructions from the 
Rueda director (one of the dancers) who shouts different dance 
positions and steps to the dancers. Gradually as the dancers separate 
and the wheel increases in size until a good half of the dance floor is 
consumed as the whole structure revolves around. While a great deal 
of space is used by the dance the centre of the Rueda is largely bereft of 
dancing. So, Rueda literally pushes out many people not included to 
the margins of the dance floor. This occurred at the Loughborough 
Hotel, which had another dance floor to which dancers fled once the 
Rueda had taken over.
Rare Latin American dances
Occasionally dancers performed rare dances such as Cumbia in which 
the male dancer would gently shuffle around his partner, performing 
exaggerated stylised movements such as tracing vertical swirls in the 
air while turning the hand or waving at her. The female dancer would 
watch him, dancing a more restrained dance, catch his glance 
momentarily and then turn away. A concert by the Colombian group 
"Grupo Niche" attracted many younger Colombians who performed 
an abbreviated version of the same dance with both partners 
performing horizontal circular movements of the pelvis while moving 
the arms in the air, flamenco style.
Some couples dance boogaloo /  pachanga mirroring each other as they 
jumped and tapped the ground with their tiptoes around the floor. 
This looked accomplished and skilled, and they moved through 
various different foot patterns throughout the dance. Sometimes this 
dance is performed in such an energetic way that it resembles high 
impact aerobics exercises.
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Dancing less well known genres such as. Casino, Cumbia, Danzon 
correctly, requires specialist knowledge, but this would only be 
recognised by other knowledgeable dancers.
Freestyle dances
During the week the cheap admission price and late opening bars in 
some salsa clubs attracts non-salsa dancers. Some loosely mimic the 
salsa dances but without the footwork template described above, and 
the overall effect (with lots of hip swinging with occasional randomly 
placed taps) is confused and the dancers seem perplexed.
Others do not even try to dance salsa and dance freestyle solo dances. 
In general they dance amongst themselves as couples with little set 
footwork; they would hold hands while tracing alternate circles of each 
hand (like pedalling a huge invisible cycle with the hands) and would 
occasionally throw in a turn. Often though they would mis-coordinate 
their turns and fall about laughing, in fact these dancers seemed to be 
laughing and smiling more than anyone else in the club. Occasionally 
they would try to dance with the experienced salsa dancers but they 
were usually turned down. However, non-salsa dancers (male or 
female) that were very good looking could still generate the interest of 
some salsa dancers who would agree to teach them some steps. But 
generally non-salsa dancers are not always very concerned about being 
accepted by experienced salsa dancers. At Bar Rumba I saw a group of 
women who parodied the salsa dances of specific individuals and 
couples. They joked around giggling and mocking the dancers, who 
were absorbed in their dancing and showed their contempt at the 
clowning around with stern glances.
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Other non-salsa dancers also deviated from the standard dances with 
the effect of performing unwitting breaching experiments (see 
Garfinkel, 1967). For example, some individuals would dance in a free 
expression style that does not resemble salsa in any way. At Salsa 
Palladium a man, (who spoke with me briefly with a German accent) 
walked into the very middle of the dance floor and danced throwing 
each arm back (as if preparing a tennis serve in slow motion) while 
rocking his torso sideways in the direction of each rising arm. This was 
his first and last dance, after this although he asked several women, 
none would dance with him and he drank a beer and left the club. In 
contrast on the same evening a well known and popular dance teacher 
performed a solo dance which involved clapping his hands in front of 
him and swinging them back behind his head, while performing dainty 
little steps. This generated applause from onlookers which supports the 
idea that it is the dancer rather than the dance that are most valued.
Dancers and onlookers
On the whole the clubs appear to have a multicultural clientele, 
although ethnicity is hard to ascertain visually. In any case many 
common terms denoting ethnicity employ some of the very social 
constructs that are being explored in this thesis. Accent and language 
can help, so the assumption here is that people speaking with a certain 
accent are of that background, and I have used people's tacit 
understanding of socially constructed terms such as "black" and 
"white" while recognising that these are flawed terms.
Having provided these caveats, on the whole the salsa club audience 
appear ethnically mixed, in that there are people there who look and 
are referred to as African, African-Caribbean, Mediterranean, Northern
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European, Middle Eastern, South Asian, Oriental. But as a rule there 
appeared to be few Latin American people in the clubs. Many West 
End clubs had few or no Latin Americans apart from the DJ. At Villa 
Stefano's a small group of Afro-Cubans stood near the DJ, who 
currently plays contemporary Cuban music.
Diamonds had a largely black British clientele, and particularly 
appeared to have the largest proportion of black women of any club. 
One informant caricatured Villa Stefano's as being full of young black 
men and white women in short black dresses. Visiting the club shows 
how this impression might be gained, but substantial numbers of other 
groups are also represented there.
Salsafusion had the most mixed audience, in terms of apparent 
ethnicity and how they danced. There is a table where a group of Latin 
Americans regularly sit, they play small percussion instruments, (for 
example, claves, guiro (scraper gourd) and cowbell) along to the 
records, which brings a live feel to the recorded music.
Language
English is the main language used in most clubs with the exception of 
Soneros and El Barco Latino where the staff and some dancers 
addressed me in Spanish. These two venues seemed to have the largest 
proportion of Latin Americans and Spanish was used here more than 
in the other clubs.
Language was central to an incident that occurred at one club where 
someone assumed that I didn't speak English. At the entrance of a club 
two Peruvian friends and I were chatting in Spanish about the
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representation of Latin Americans in a club poster. We were then 
interrupted by a well-meaning woman who explained loudly and 
deliberately in English "the club is UPSTAIRS, UPSTAIRS do you 
understand?" This led me to reflect on whether people who appeared 
to be Latin Americans were usually talked down to in this manner, and 
if this could be read as an indicator of their status within salsa clubs. 
Perhaps this is reading too much into one incident, but this argument 
about the marginalisation of Latin Americans in salsa clubs is 
supported elsewhere in the thesis.
Age
The dancers range in age from their mid twenties to late forties though 
it is hard to judge based on sight alone (especially in the dim club 
lighting). There seemed to be a small number of people who looked 
beyond their fifties (anyone older than this certainly didn't look it), 
although I did see two men who looked far older than this, who were 
actively dancing, rather than watching. Soneros appeared to have an 
older clientele than most clubs, followed by Salsafusion. Villa 
Stefano's, Bar Rumba and Bar Salsa appeared to have the youngest 
audience who were mainly in their twenties.
Gender
In most clubs the women outnumber the men. Occasionally there is a 
great imbalance, which results in a surplus of either men or women just 
watching the dancers and quickly approaching any dancer of the other 
gender as soon as they finish a dance. When there are more women
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than men, some women will dance with each other in the couple hold, 
but men rarely do.
I only saw three all male couples dancing, two at Salsafusion involving 
gay men who are involved with organising gay salsa events. The other 
two dancers were both dance teachers performing an impromptu 
dance demonstration for their friends, a crowd formed around them 
and applauded as they finished, however, a few people shook their 
heads and voiced their disapproval between themselves. It seems that 
all male couples are a taboo that can only be broken successfully by 
heterosexual dance teachers or club organiser's entourage who play 
with the image to attract attention to themselves promote their 
teaching.
Dress codes
The overall impression is that people have made an effort in their 
appearance, as dancers rarely looked scruffy or unkempt. Diamonds, 
which ran on a Thursday night (and is now closed) along with Mambo 
City, seemed to have the most dressed up audience. In particular the 
women in Diamonds and Mambo city really dressed up to go out, here 
at least five women wore sequin, gold or silver lame or sparkly 
diamante dresses, others wore evening gowns, almost in a parody of 
ballroom dancing attire and portraying an image of elegance.
Aside from this extravagant dress are more practical dance-related 
clothing such as mini skirts that float up when the wearer turns, or 
longer skirts with splits up the side which expose the thighs. Either of 
these could be worn with short bra tops that left the abdomen exposed 
or black transparent tops worn over black underwear. It was however 
more common for women to wear dark trousers and sweaters or new
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jeans or leggings. Latin American women generally wore more 
colourful clothing and often blouses or sweaters with bold printed 
designs and more often wore earrings and necklaces. In general larger 
Latin American women also wore tight fitting clothes that emphasised 
their bodies, while the convention for women of other backgrounds 
was to wear looser clothes concealing the body. So in their attire these 
different dancers portray different images of femininity.
Men's clothing was more homogeneous: often dark shirts perhaps with 
embroidered detail and dark trousers, and small sometimes pointed, 
shoes. Chunky shoes were rare among proficient dancers and are more 
common among less competent dancers or non-dancers. Some men 
wore shiny tight dark T-shirts, which revealed their bodies 
(occasionally with a salsa-related motif) tucked into their trousers. As 
the evening progresses as they become soaked with sweat and some 
men change into clean T-shirts.
It is hard to generalise about Latin American dress. One Cuban teacher 
wore a three-piece suit, and another wore colourful jackets a bandanna 
and spats, while one younger Cuban man wore baggy dungarees 
without a shirt and a large cap from which his dreadlocks hung. In El 
Barco Latino where there were more Colombians the men often wore 
shirts with printed designs and sometimes trousers of the same printed 
patterns. The Loughborough Hotel had the most relaxed dress code 
that included jeans and sports wear.
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The physical space
The clubs vary in size, from small intimate venues such as above the 
Ronnie Scott's Jazz club, which is the size of a large classroom to large 
venues for example, Salsafusion's in Notre Dame Hall, which has a 
capacity of 500. Sometimes live events with salsa stars were held at 
even larger venues such as Equinox.
Lighting in the clubs was generally subdued and quite flattering, with 
the effect that dancers tend to look substantially older in daylight than 
in clubs. La Finca, Diamonds, Salsa Palladium and the Loughborough 
Hotel seemed to have the dimmest lighting, while Bar Salsa and 
Salsafusion were brightest. In general lighting effects were just 
inconspicuous shiny mirror balls (sometimes just the size of a football) 
revolving in the centre of the room, though at the Finca a spotlight 
shone on extravagant dancers.
Décor
A few venues known for Latin music were decorated with a tropical 
theme, such as a rain forest mural (complete with parrots and bananas 
which seemed to refer to a generic holiday brochure version of the 
tropics) at the Loughborough Hotel, or Salsa album covers (signed by 
Salsa artists such as Oscar D'Leon, Jose Alberto, Gloria Estefan) at 
Soneros. Some informants mentioned that one of the clubs was 
decorated with plastic palms and banana trees, however the club had 
closed down before 1 could verify this. Club Havana also evoked a 
romanticised Latin America with rough rustic walls, decorated with 
glass cases enclosing cigars and Cuban ticket stubs. Aside from these 
deliberate exotic decorating schemes, most clubs just had a plain pub
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interior with perhaps a few balloons and streamers on a club's 
anniversary party.
Most venues had solid wooden flooring for example, Salsafusion had a 
wooden sprung floor for dancing, but Ronnie Scott's club had a vinyl 
floor and Villa Stefano's had a mixture of tiles and wood. Some of the 
clubs were in disrepair and were refurbished during or just before the 
fieldwork. Prior to this it was rumoured that the large sofas in one club 
were strategically placed to keep dancers from structural weakness in 
the floor. During an early visit The Loughborough Hotel had a chipped 
parquet floor, but this was replaced with hardboard as part of 
refurbishment when the club became a film set for a film (called Born 
Romantic) based around that club.
Atmosphere
The clubs were often hot and ventilation seldom seemed adequate in 
the summer. Some clubs (for example. Bar rumba and Villa Stefano's) 
provided large, one metre wide vertical fans and even though these 
were encrusted with dirt and dust people would stand or dance in 
front of these to cool down. Bar Salsa, Salsa Palladium and Stefano's 
were the hottest and in the summer some people would hang around 
the entrance of Stefano's cooling off. From my dancing days 1 
remember that occasionally a few people danced in the street outside 
Stefano's as it was so hot downstairs, but this never occurred during 
the observations. At Salsafusion there were two large ceiling fans at 
either end of a double flight of stairs, under which some people would 
dance. At Mambo City the doors were left open even in the autumn 
and people would wander in and out and cooling off in a patio.
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Drinks
All clubs sold alcohol all evening; only Salsafusion stopped selling this 
at 11.00pm to the clear displeasure of some New York artists who were 
performing during one observation, though the regulars seemed used 
to this. While most people bought single drinks, at "El Unicornio" and 
Soneros it was usual to see South Americans sitting around a table 
sharing large bottles of cola and rum between groups of friends.
Other clubs sold the usual range of pub drinks along with, Mexican 
lager served without glasses, in the bottle, occasionally with limes in 
the top and bottled ready mixed rum cocktails. 1 once saw someone 
smuggle alcohol past the door staff and later add this to their soft 
drinks. But at the bar I most often heard dancers ask for water or soft 
drinks, at Salsa Palladium dancers were told that there was no drinking 
water at the bar but that they were free to drink from the basins in the 
toilets. In contrast other clubs such as La Finca and Bar Salsa had big 
glass jugs of water available at the bar from which dancers would help 
themselves.
Dancers' use of space
Several clubs have good vantage points (either stairs, higher dance 
floors or bar areas) from which the dance-floor can be observed 
unobtrusively. From this position some clubs seem to be organised 
around distinct zones for different activities. These seemed to be based 
on ethnicity, dance competence and activities such as drinking. The 
most undisputed area was the bar, where most people bought drinks or 
sat and chatted or watched the dancing.
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There seemed to be an ethnic dimension to this separation. In some 
clubs Latin Americans would be near the DJ, for example, in Villa 
Stefano's many Cubans stayed no more than three metres from the DJ. 
But as this is also the only area in this club (a restaurant during the 
day) with a wooden floor many non-Cuban dancers gathered here to 
perform flamboyant dances.
In Bar Salsa and Bar Rumba (see figure 1) a small group of Colombians 
remained near the DJ. They danced together changing partners 
between five couples and did not to mix with the rest of the dancers 
though some danced around the fringes of this area. Their dances 
contrasted with those in the rest of the club and were fluid but less 
showy. Their hips moved in a subtle undulating wave punctuated by 
short pauses, and were much less staccato than many of the other 
dancers. At Salsafusion a group of Colombians regularly booked a 
table opposite the stage, but aside from this there was no clear-cut 
ethnic element to the spatial organisation there.
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There was a more consistent spatial segregation at La Finca, Bar Salsa, 
Bar Rumba and Villa Stefano's, which had informal zones of dance 
expertise, but small impromptu zones could in any club arise as people 
dance together in small groups. The most accomplished dancers 
tended to stick to specific areas and dance with a small number of other 
dancers. At Villa Stefano's they danced near the wooden floor by the 
DJ. Incidentally this is the most pungent place I've known in a club; it 
was the only route to the broken leaking toilets, and a soaking line of 
footprints splashed drinks, urine and bleach on the wooden floor 
combined with body odour, acrid ammonia, and sodden cigarette 
butts. This is mentioned because while dancers generally avoid 
puddles in other clubs, this seemed to be an area of considerable traffic 
and dancers were not put off. This leads to the conclusion that people 
derive something from being in those areas; perhaps the proximity to 
the DJ offered some benefit, which overrode the conditions.
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Extravagant dancers were also more likely to dance in prominent 
brightly lit places even among the drinkers at the bar. Less
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accomplished dancers would blend in the crowd and, like ocean going 
fish, shoal around each other in the middle of the dance floor and stay 
away from flamboyant dancers. Occasionally people performed 
extravagant dances and an impromptu audience would form and 
applaud when they finished.
Highways and hunting grounds
There is a great deal of movement along the edges of the dance floor. 
People were walking back and forth between the different dance areas, 
the bar or standing facing the dancing either watching or dancing 
gently on the spot.
This was the place to find new dance partners a practice that one 
informant jokingly called hunting, here they would either wait to ask 
someone to dance or ask someone who is already waiting.
Getting Out
As the evenings wore on the clubs seemed to change, firstly there was 
more room to dance and the overall standard of dancing seemed to 
rise. The remaining dancers produced more dramatic dance steps, 
which included dips, where the man supports the woman as she bends 
over backward. One dancer remarked 'Tt's only the hardcore left now", 
dancers seem to walk around more looking for new dancers and the 
previously well-defined highways are no longer used. Some clubs 
would announce the last dance or have a standard last song, for 
example, at Villa Stefano the DJ played a song which included the line 
"this is the last call for alcohol" in English while another DJ would end 
with a song that repeated the line "let me go home its getting late"
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sung in Spanish. At this dance there seemed to be some relaxation of 
the segregation and most of the people left in the club would try to join 
in with this last dance and approach the nearest person regardless of 
how well they dance.
On leaving the clubs other club organisers huddled around the door 
and gave out flyers for their clubs. Some pass these out 
indiscriminately, though others seemed to target who they give flyers 
to and could even be reluctant to part with their flyers. Groups of 
people leave together and some may go on to a late night café. This 
seemed to be a time where networks of friends would reflect on the 
evening. When Salsafusion ends at 2am a substantial number go to 
Salsa Palladium, but for the rest generally the end of the club signals 
the end of dancing.
Salsa classes: repairing the past, preparing for the future
Informants often described that after attending a salsa club for the first 
time that they were determined to learn how to dance salsa porperly. 
For this reason a description of salsa classes (which may occur before 
the club) is placed here after the main evening, because it is here that 
dancing is perfected for the next event. Although some informants 
reported that they picked up the dance by just attending clubs, most 
dancers have attended dance lessons at some stage. In this sense, 
dance classes appear to be a crucial stage in acquiring a set of socially 
acceptable and beneficial behaviours in the form of dance moves. 
Dance classes are needed for acceptance in the clubs because they allow 
participation in the activities that the clubs host.
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Dance classes teach an agreed way of dancing in salsa clubs, they can 
be joined spontaneously by anyone and no partner is needed. I briefly 
joined dance classes at five venues to see how people learn to dance 
and how dance classes may relate to the clubs.
The classes were given by a teacher (who may have a reputation which 
draws people to the lesson) and up to five assistants. Sometimes a 
well-known teacher (who can be thought of as minor celebrities) would 
walk around supervising the assistants who actually taught different 
levels of dance. The organisation varied, some would take a cohort of 
students through a course of increasingly complex routines while 
others repeated the same three classes for beginners, intermediates and 
improvers every week.
The events in dance classes followed a standard pattern, none started at 
the advertised time, as the teachers would wait for enough students to 
arrive before starting the class. Typically dancers would start arriving 
from around the time the class is advertised to begin. They would sit, 
chat and greet each other by kissing on the cheeks, and if the bar is 
open they might be drinking while waiting for the class to begin. Some 
people just sat and observed the dance lesson without actually joining 
in, this seemed to be an ideal role to adopt while observing the lesson, 
but when I tried to do this I was asked to join in because there was a 
shortage of men.
The classes generally began with a warm up dance that is often 
performed to music that can be danced to easily such as Merengue, a 
slow salsa or cha cha cha (all danced to as a slow salsa). The teacher 
stood in front of the students and performed some simple moves, 
which the students repeat to the music.
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Teachers may divide the students into groups according to their ability. 
Some hold classes for several levels of knowledge simultaneously, 
while others teach different levels at different times. For example, 
Elder Sanchez's class at Villa Stefano's and Leon Rose's class at 
Diamonds the dancers at different levels were distributed around the 
club.
Pupils may choose which group to join, but this is sometimes 
negotiated between student and teacher who advise them to find a 
group that matches their ability. Occasionally pupils would ask to join 
a more skilled group and the teachers would have to decide whether 
they had sufficient skill or knowledge to join in so as not to hold back 
the other dancers in that group. This occurred at Salsa Palladium 
where two women pleaded to be allowed into the higher group 
because the dances being taught to their group were too easy.
The senior teacher shouted out "test her" to the assistant, who then lead 
her through various manoeuvres to determine if she could follow them. 
On seeing that she could follow these he conceded that she should be 
promoted from the beginners to the intermediate group.
This light-hearted exchange illustrates the power relationship between 
teacher and pupil and the authority afforded to teachers in settings that 
resemble an educational establishment. The test seemed like an 
informal public exam that determined if she should be allowed to join 
the advanced group. Regardless of the flippant banter around this 
public assessment, the message seems clear, dance teachers decide the 
ability level of the dancers, and enforce the boundaries between the 
different levels of dancer.
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So the dance classes seem to drive an appetite for improvement, which 
is reflected in the salsa clubs. The same dance based divisions 
permeate the dance clubs with the effect that the dancers seemed 
preoccupied with seeking ever more knowledgeable dancers who 
could teach them better and more distinctive dance moves.
Once the different ability levels have been separated the teacher would 
explain the lesson for the day. They sometimes selected one of the 
students as a partner to help demonstrate the lesson and performed a 
particular routine with them. This was then broken down into steps 
that were taught separately.
Male and female dancers were usually made to stand in two concentric 
circles and practice the dance step together with the person opposite 
them. At short intervals dancers were asked to ''change partners", they 
moved on to the next partner, and the whole circle shifts forward a cog. 
By the end of the lesson all the dancers will have danced with every 
other dancer of the other gender. Then when the teacher feels the 
students have grasped a section of the routine, the music will be turned 
on. Again the music is slow, for example, a cha cha cha, or boogaloo, 
(even though there are specific dances for these sub genres), they are 
used as they lend themselves to a slow salsa dance. Once the group 
has danced this section of the dance, the music will be turned off and 
the next segment of routine is broken down and taught. After teaching 
the full sequence, there is a cool down session similar to the initial 
warm up, with the teacher standing in front of the class and going 
through the movements and the pupils following. Some classes allow 
dancers to deviate from the day's lesson with "freestyle" dancing in the 
cool down session.
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Teachers also differed in the extent to which they policed the lesson to 
ensure people were following the moves of the day. Some would 
encourage improvisation which others would sometimes praise 
students for their misinterpretations, saying they had accidentally 
created a new move and then excitedly asked them to show them how 
they had performed the move.
Salsafusion's classes followed a different format as lessons for different 
levels of dancer were held at different times, but the teachers did not 
stop anyone joining any lesson. Salsafusion also held their classes at a 
different time and venue from the dances: on Thursday evenings and 
Saturday afternoons at a dedicated dance studio. So attending 
Salsafusion's dance classes introduced students to a more diffuse 
network of other dancers rather than an immediately available group 
of dancers that night.
The classes taught the same basic step (described above), and though 
they varied, they were all compatible. But Leon Rose's class at 
Diamonds, emphasised a different beat than I had been used to and it 
was hard to concentrate on the turns and remember the new foot 
rhythm (I had inadvertently joined an advanced New York style class).
Acceptable deviance
All the classes used notions of correct dance moves, or at least, better 
and worse ways of dancing, but none equated acceptability with any 
one Latin American way of dancing. In one class the teacher pointed 
out that a more sedate and compact dance was appropriate during 
piano solos, and to watch Latin Americans in the clubs for clues. 
Another warned students not to place their weight behind the step
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when doing the "cucaracha" step (aka the rumba step) because they 
would be "Dancing disco and we don't do that". But Julio Martinez of 
salsafusion encouraged improvisation and credited particular steps he 
was teaching to other genres, "this is from Tango!" or "this is from 
Lindyhop" etc, so he sanctioned the compatibility of these dances with 
salsa, and the scope for improvisation that was allowed.
Rewarding salsa classes
There are also social benefits from attending classes; the classes were a 
good way to learn the dance steps learning that are practised in that 
club and to become integrated into a group of people who want to 
perform them. Whenever I attended the class I was later asked to 
dance by several of the women from the lesson, even if I had struggled 
with the routine itself. Even in clubs where I only recognised the DJ, I 
was asked to dance by many of the women from the lesson. In contrast 
I found it harder to find a dance partner whenever I attended clubs 
alone without first attending the lesson. Furthermore the people were 
more willing to accept an offer to dance on the nights when I had 
attended the lesson. Even when I turned up alone, I could count on 
half a dozen partners to dance with from the lesson, which would 
represent about an hour of dancing just with the people from that one 
dance class.
Reflections
Farnell (1999) suggests that in doing a dance ethnography that she was 
interpreting what she thought was occurring and ignoring dancer's 
perspective. She suggests that dance ethnographers should join in with
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the dancing to attempt to gain another insight. Until this point I have 
stressed impressions derived from observing while sitting at the bar, or a 
strategic point from which 1 could see the dancing. But the perspective 
from the dance floor can be quite different.
My first sensation was of being pushed and shoved and my feet were 
stamped on frequently. It is also not unusual to be thumped by dancers, 
that are being spun by their partners at high speed and for example, at 
Salsa Palladium I was unintentionally cracked across the nose and thrown 
to the ground by another dancer who stuck out an elbow while 
performing a vigorous spin. Some people report bruised feet and sprains 
or cuts that leave them unable to dance for weeks. So in addition to 
learning how to dance, much skill is needed to avoid injury.
While observing from a distance it is easy to become so detached from 
the action that it becomes hard to understand what people derive from 
dancing salsa. While I recognise from memory that a great deal of 
enjoyment can found in salsa clubs, on the whole in carrying out these 
observation I have been unable to abandon myself and have fun, either 
in the way that I used to or the way that most people around me were 
doing. As a result even when dancing 1 was more sedate and less 
extravagant than those around me and not leading my dance partners 
through as many varied turns as other dancers, and there is sometimes 
pressure and a demands to do so. When I didn't turn my partners 
enough, the reactions included physical resistance to leading and 
verbal complaints, "aren't you going to turn me then" and mild abuse, 
"have you run out of moves", or "how many months have you been 
dancing for then".
On reflection being led is an agreement between dancers and a partner 
who is hard to lead and wrestling against direction doesn't agree with 
(or understand) that agreement. Female dancers were not passive but
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participated in the agreement, unless it was with someone who they 
thought was not dancing "properly". As soon as I led them through 
every turn I could remember their resistance to my lead lessened. 
Double and treble turns were also well received, but (unsurprisingly) 
anything more than quadruple turns lead to complaints. This demand 
and valuing of frequent and complex turns contrasts with the findings 
from the interviews, it seems that while dancers say they prefer subtle 
dances, on the dance floor they want the stimulation and excitement of 
extravagant turns.
In general, less experienced dancers required a lighter lead and were 
less demanding, or easier to please. In general I found many of the 
women much harder to lead now in that there seems to be a greater 
physical resistance than I remember from my dancing days. I did come 
across some dancers that remarked that they enjoyed a lighter lead, 
which lead me to conclude that in general the convention in leading 
has become more forceful since 1 stopped dancing. In this context my 
lighter lead may come across as inexperienced or ignorant rather than 
subtle, which explains the stiffer resistance to this lead.
However, occasionally I danced with experienced dancers who were 
great fun to dance with. In such circumstances it is easy to become 
totally absorbed in dancing, and this gives a glimpse into the current 
appeal of salsa. What struck me was the lightness of touch required 
and the sensation is of being able to communicate with the slightest 
hand movement and it was especially rewarding to dance with 
someone who could interpret and respond to each physical 
communication just as intended.
But the experience of salsa clubs can also be unpleasant, many dancers 
can be offensive and rude and appear to be affronted when asked to
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dance. For example, at Bar Rumba an Asian man wearing a grey suit 
repeatedly received this response. Each woman shook her head or 
pulled a strange face at him. I followed him as he walked the length of 
the club twice trying to find a dance, finally he seemed to accept that 
everyone would refuse him and he put on his coat and left.
Since returning to the clubs, I have often felt strange and out of place, I 
know the venues and many of the DJs and they are still playing many 
of the same old songs again and again (e.g "Quitate la Mascara", "El 
Preso", "Que bueno baila usted") but I am less familiar with the new 
dancers or newer dances. Despite my involvement on the dance floor I 
don't believe that I was experiencing the clubs with the wonder and joy 
that many of dancers appeared to show, but as a sleep deprived sceptic 
who was at times a little bored churning out the same dance moves to 
an uninspired selection of tunes. As a result in this observation I have 
not captured the enthusiasm shown by many dancers and that I once 
felt, but have reflected my own jaded exhaustion. So although I have 
been able to describe some of the objective phenomena this account has 
found it difficult to get into dancer's shoes, and this does the salsa 
experience a huge disservice. Therefore the observations need to be 
supplemented with other data collection techniques and the following 
chapters add dancers' accounts taken in dance clubs and in taped 
interviews.
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Chapter 7
Constructing authentic authority with salsa
A central concern of this thesis is how the Salsa audience may define 
Salsa and what they might perceive it to symbolise. While the 
previous chapters described a version of Salsa's history and the 
venues in which it is danced, the next three chapters portray the 
voices of London's Salsa club audience. Before describing these it is 
worth pausing to consider the points to emerge in the first half of the 
thesis, to provide a context for informants' accounts.
The theme that dominates the existing literature on Salsa (described 
in chapter 2) is that the music could be valuable in constructing 
ethnic and national identities and especially "Latin" identity. Being a 
Salsa fan was also presented as a way of expressing counter 
hegemonic resistance and a rejection of the dominant or mainstream 
culture, which was equated with Anglo-American music. This 
description of being a Salsa fan evokes a theme from the work on 
youth subcultures in the UK, reviewed in chapter 3 (Hebdidge 1979, 
Willis 1978). The main difference being that in the Latin American 
examples the dominant popular music was portrayed in ethnic terms 
rather than through class struggle alone.
The small number of previous studies of Salsa in London, (Roman 
1999, Perna 1999) also draw on these themes and in particular 
present Salsa as a "Latin" cultural product which can be used in 
forming "Latin" identities. But this straightforward connection 
between a neatly defined music and identity relies heavily on specific 
and essentialised perceptions of ethnicities, nationalities and musics
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without exploring these constructions or their inherent complexity 
and diversity. By adopting this approach these studies overlook the 
cultural mixings and borrowings that are central to many genres 
including salsa. Also in this work Anglo-American music is defined, 
as a single, distinct entity against which Salsa can be contrasted and 
this does not do justice to any of these forms of music.
A different approach to was to consider that the popularity of Salsa 
was not restricted to any nationality or ethnic group. Instead it could 
be argued that the Son/Mambo/Salsa family have been consumed 
globally for over seventy years (Roberts 1979) since the "Peanut 
Vendor" became globally poplar in the 1930s. Using this thinking. 
Salsa and its antecedents are not limited to one group but could be 
available to a wide audience and express a range of identities.
This theme explored in the previous two chapters, indicated that 
London's Salsa audience come from a diverse range of backgrounds 
and have various patterns of consumption. This also implies varied 
motives and goals for London's Salsa audience, which cannot be 
reduced to a model that places such a high emphasis on the pursuit 
of Latin identity. While some consumers may construe Salsa as Latin, 
it is doubtful that this relationship is either straightforward or 
generalisable, and the thesis must take account of audiences who 
may not fit, what is a vague, socially constructed category.
A tension emerges between different ways of construing and 
consuming salsa. These range between Salsa as a local music, tied to 
a local meaning in Latin America, Salsa as a widely distributed genre 
that evokes its "roots", or Salsa as a "glocal" (Robertson 1995) 
reterritorialised (Lull 1996) genre that is consumed by new audiences 
and given new meanings in its new settings. These ways of thinking
154
about Salsa have implications for the identities that it may be used to 
construct. To resolve this tension this chapter looks at a further 
source of data; the accounts of 31 dancers, DJs and dance teachers, 
involved with London's Salsa clubs.
Connecting with salsa
Informants were first asked was how they started dancing salsa. The 
question sought to encourage informants to describe the practical 
details of their dancing biography. Instead the question often elicited 
the symbolic work, which Salsa dancers undertook to construct 
connections between themselves and salsa, and to portray 
themselves in an authoritative light. They often expressed links to 
imagined groups that were thought to own salsa, in the crudest sense 
they could see themselves as legitimate Salsa consumers if either 
Salsa or they themselves were re-construed in a particular way.
Therefore when informants described their relationship with Salsa 
they emphasised their connection and closeness to what they 
perceived to be the essence of salsa. Those characteristics that were 
important to them were drawn out, while any potential incongruity 
was lessened. Thus the entire audience could connect with Salsa on 
some level as each of these could emphasise different aspects of Salsa 
that suited them. There was a tension therefore between dancers 
who wanted to essentialise Salsa in order to keep it exclusive, and 
those who wanted to broaden it as this helps justify their own 
involvement. So the numerous ways of connecting with Salsa 
reflected the many competing claims on salsa.
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The extreme fluidity of meaning
These accounts provide a glimpse of how Salsa might be a resource 
for the construction of identity, as dancers express what they think 
are the most important features of their identity and what they 
identify as the defining characteristics of salsa. So the meanings and 
associations dancers ascribe to Salsa can articulate their own position 
in relation to it which may overcome the barriers to entry that some 
dancers describe. The rest of this chapter examines the symbolic 
meanings, which dancers derive from Salsa and how these can 
eventually form the basis of symbolic connections or bridges.
Locating Salsa
A key concern for this thesis is the extent to which Salsa is connected 
to a particular nationality, ethnicity or considered local or foreign. 
Informants present a variety of competing constructions of salsa, 
based both on potential symbolic meanings of the music and the 
practice of dancing salsa. Of the various interpretations the ethnic, 
geographical and national locations for Salsa are considered first 
because they dominate the previous literature, (Padilla 1990, Roman 
Velazquez 1999, Quintero-Rivera 1998).
Salsa countries
Informants' definitions of Salsa tended to stress the connection 
between Salsa and place. The locating of Salsa was connected to 
various debates and assumptions about authenticity. There was an 
implied link between "real salsa" and specific nations, nationalities
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and ethnicities. For example, when Elizabeth described authentic 
Salsa she expressed this in terms of "salsa countries" which she 
reduced to Cuba, Puerto Rico, Colombia and New York.
Authentic Salsa is from New York, Puerto Rico, authentic, stuff 
that comes from Colombia.. .1 mean basically Salsa comes from the 
countries...and Cuba basically. The countries where it evolved 
from, so OK, you could look at Cuba as being the main country 
and then it went to Colombia...when you think about Salsa 
countries where the people are brought up with Salsa where it is 
their everyday existence.
Two ideas are used here, firstly that Salsa evolved in Salsa countries, 
and that these are the location of authentic salsa. Secondly that Cuba 
was seen as the "main country" which was the most original source 
of authentic salsa. In addition places such as Colombia also qualified 
because Salsa was so popular in these places that people there were 
surrounded by Salsa. This quote contains what for many informants 
was an important contradiction. Cuba is described as the main 
country (and therefore qualifies as authentic) but the volume of 
consumption in Colombia is cited as a qualification towards 
"authenticity", implying the flexibility of this concept and its 
extension to any location thought to be similarly saturated with salsa.
Salsa
Not Salsa 
Countries
Salsa Countries
Not Cuba Cuba
Classic Cuban
3
Contemporary
Cuban
Figure 6: Ways of differentiating Salsa with reference to Cuba
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This simultaneously sets up an authentic source and then broadens 
the term to include places where Salsa is popular. Therefore even 
within the location of Salsa in "salsa countries" there were three 
related tiers of dichotomies, shown in Figure 6.
Salsa as Cuban culture
Despite the more flexible conception of authenticity, that recognised 
Colombia there was a strong feeling among some informants that 
Salsa was essentially Cuban. Cuba was mentioned as the source of 
Salsa more than any other location, and was cited as the original. For 
example, Ara suggests that: "Cuban Son is very close to the original 
Salsa concept". Other informants repeated the emphasis on Cuba with 
Cuban Salsa presented as 'the original'.
Interestingly the authority of Cuba could also be used to support the 
authority of other forms of the dance that were not Cuban. For 
example, Mario links an idea of the original to the style he dances:
That [LA style] is based on more Cuban and Puerto Rican style of 
dancing which is original and then they [LA] started, just like a 
technically based different version of Cuban
Here the authority of Cuban style is used to underpin the LA style, 
which he presents as a technically perfect version of Cuban dance.
This reflects a view of Cuba as the source or origins of salsa. It would 
however be wrong to assume that the "classic", pre-revolutionary, 
Cuban music was held in awe by all of London's Salsa dancers. 
Informants who followed Cuban music also made a distinction 
between "classic" or "old" (pre-revolutionary) music and
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contemporary Cuban music. In many ways Salsa is steeped in 
nostalgia, with dancers seeking classic Fania and Alegre records 
which themselves hark back to pre-revolutionary Cuban Son and 
Mambo. Informants who had been to Cuba were stunned that the 
image of pre-revolutionary Cuba on which some of London's clubs 
were based (for example, Roman Velazquez's (2002) description of 
Bar Cuba) bore little resemblance to contemporary Cuban clubs in 
their dancing or music.
Rather than venerating the old "classic" Son these informants felt this 
was very dated and out of touch with contemporary Cuba. They also 
tired of the endless repetition of Cuban standards (e.g. 
Guantanamera, FI Manisero, Chan Chan) suggesting that this was 
intended for tourists rather than those seeking a genuine 
contemporary Cuban experience. These dancers pursued 
contemporary Cuban Timba, which they saw as a vital new 
reinterpretation of the music that they contrasted with 
"commercialised" and manufactured salsa.
But although these informants did not seek classic or old Cuban 
music they still employed an essentialised conception of Cuban 
music as a continuing tradition which was expressed by invoking the 
continuing spirit of the music, for example: "/ enjoy the continuity of it 
even though some of today's Timba may sound completely outrageous and 
not so rooted in history of the music but 1 feel the contmuity and 
involvement of Afro-Cuban religion". (Rufiis)
An alternative approach was to compare Cuban Timba directly with 
Anglo American music, so the Timba becomes described as funky 
rather than hot, in a way that lessens the exoticism. So the portrayal 
of Timba as just another "funky" music makes it more accessible to a
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broad audience by referring to the perceptual tools they use to 
understand "funky music". They especially preferred contemporary 
Cuban Timba over contemporary Salsa from other locations because 
they could relate to it using the perceptual tools they had acquired 
through listening to funky local music.
Salsa as naturally Colombian
Followers of Colombian Salsa were also keen to present it in a 
positive and authoritative way. Only five informants (Elizabeth, Ara, 
Joanna, Glenda, Julio) specifically stressed that they preferred 
Colombian Salsa or presented Salsa as Colombian because of its 
popularity there. Based on this popularity three informants referred 
to the Colombian city Cali as the "Capital of salsa". Julio explained. 
"In Colombia it's very natural, you hear it on the radio you go to a party 
and you listen to salsa. There's the influence of the radio and your friends, 
its very there. I f  you like it you take it if  not you don't but it's all around 
you ".
The term "its very there" translated from "es muy alii" ties in with 
Stokes' (1994) argument that, not only is music located in various 
places but it is integral to the performance of those places because it 
becomes a symbolic shorthand.
But Julio's use of the phrase "Its very natural", is also significant as 
this emphasises the effortlessness with which people can supposedly 
absorb Salsa in Colombia. It also follows that if Salsa is natural 
"there" that it can easily become part of the nature of that location. 
By contrast in the UK, where Salsa is not as easily available, dancers 
need to invest some effort to find Salsa and the venues in which it is
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played. So Julio here highlights that pursuing Salsa in the UK is 
something of a project, a conscious decision. The argument is that 
Cuban derived musics can be naturally Colombian because they 
have been consumed there since the 1920s as Waxer (2002) describes. 
Elizabeth also makes this same point: "Everywhere you go in Colombia 
they're playing salsa, everywhere out of the cars on the beaches and it's a 
way of life for them, like we go out and meet in a pub, they go and listen to 
salsa". This presents Salsa as Colombian music based on the volume 
of consumption and immersion in the music and so the authority of 
Colombia is derived from its saturation in salsa. Also according to 
Elizabeth, Colombians are not only surrounded by Salsa but it also 
represents a way of life there, in a sense they live salsa. Sofia also 
refers to this idea and the contrast she makes is between those 
dancers who have learnt locally and those who have lived the dance 
in Latin America.
I f  I was to say there was a great salsero it was somebody that I saw 
was dancing on the street in South America but it wouldn't be 
someone who has learnt three basic steps in England it's not 
something that they've lived that they've had in their system 
everyday. (Sofia )
This romanticising of Latin America, using images of dancing in the 
streets, evokes an environment of total musical immersion and an 
image of a perpetual carnival where people are poor but happy and 
dance their way to work, which is the same image that is used to 
romanticise Cuba. Together these techniques allow Salsa to be 
thought of as 'naturally' Colombian, in a way that does not bring it 
into conflict with the Cuban claims, which emphasise it as the 
original source of salsa.
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Colombia as a Salsa refuge
Another way of constructing the authority of Colombian Salsa was to 
suggest that the strong market for Salsa in Colombia had created a 
reservoir of talent and creativity that eventually enriched Salsa from 
other locations. Colombia therefore was described as important 
because it had preserved the "classic" style during a period in which 
other "salsa countries" deviated from the classic Son based format of 
Salsa Dura and adopted Salsa Romantica. This ties in with Waxer's 
(2002) description of Colombian viejotecas that were based on classic 
1970s Fania records and rejected the commercialised Salsa Romantica 
as articulated by Ara.
In Colombia these rhythms were preserved even during the 80s 
when romantic Salsa was big in New York and Puerto Rico... even 
though romantic Salsa had influenced Colombian Salsa they still 
preserved old style salsa. So that culture has preserved Salsa 
during a time when Salsa was in my opinion going down which 
was in the 80s and early 90s. Which was really on the romantic 
side it was just wishy washy and wasn't even well arranged 
romantic salsa... But the fact that it was Colombians, who brought 
it, means that the Salsa scene is richer.. .because they listen to the 
classic salsa. (Ara)
This strategy avoids confronting the Cuban basis of authority, but 
actually uses the status of classic Cuban Salsa to undermine 
contemporary Cuban Timba while benefiting Colombian salsa. 
While the connection with Cuba is generally well established this 
claim for the validity of Colombian Salsa is reinforced here without 
challenging the Cuban pre-revolutionary origins of Salsa but by 
suggesting that the contemporary post revolutionary practice had 
deviated from the classic dance format. Meanwhile Ara argues that 
Colombia championed the classic Cuban format during a time when 
its development in other locations had moved away from Salsa dura. 
Certainly the synthesisers of Timba and subdued percussion of Salsa
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romantica are at odds with acoustic Son and Salsa dura. So the extent 
of the consumption and reproduction of Salsa in Colombia was a 
basis for the claims that Salsa is Colombian because it kept "real" 
Salsa going. So here the authority of classic Cuban Son becomes 
bestowed on Colombian salsa. These techniques show how the 
authority of Colombian Salsa can be constructed in a way that does 
not challenge other forms directly but ironically derives authority 
from them.
Not surprisingly with these distinct locations both being hailed as the 
true home of classic Salsa by informants there is some tension 
between Cuban and Colombian Salsa enthusiasts. Thus a whole 
collection of cultural baggage and rivalries has been imported along 
with the actual music and dance moves. So when Salsa dancers 
pursue a particular variant of Salsa they may also align themselves 
with the pre-existing rivalries that accompany the different styles.
Virtual Puerto Rico
The repeated references to Cuba and Colombia might give the 
impression that these are the only places that are considered to be 
"salsa countries" by London's Salsa dancers. But this is not the case, 
informants referred to a range of locations when they sought a home 
for authoritative salsa, one of the most important being Puerto Rico. 
For example, Adriana also specifies a national dimension to what she 
considers to be the "original". She states that she prefers the original 
and explains that this refers to "Cuban, or Colombian or Puerto 
Rican" Salsa. The references to Puerto Rico are different to Cuba and 
Colombia in that there appear to be few Puerto Ricans in London's 
Salsa clubs aside from Puerto Rican musicians that occasionally tour
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the UK. This characteristic has repercussions for the rivalries 
between "salsa countries".
While Cubans and Colombians can reinforce certain arguments in 
favour of Cuban and Colombian salsa, in London the case for Puerto 
Rican Salsa is predominantly made by non-Puerto Ricans, as there is 
a near total absence of Puerto Ricans. So the Puerto Rican /  
Nuyorican presence in London's Salsa clubs is mediated entirely 
through music and certain aspects of dance. The result is that the 
expertise in dancing Puerto Rican Salsa is located among Londoners.
Latin salsa
A less precisely defined location for authentic Salsa was captured by 
the term "Latin" or "Latino" which was used as an umbrella term to 
evoke the "salsa countries". This tended to group together people 
from the Spanish speaking Caribbean and South America. For 
example, the DJ Ara used the term when referring to Salsa as Latin 
"culture".
Obviously the music is Latin it has a rich cultural heritage, so that 
whoever dances Salsa will have to remember where it comes form 
and it's a Latin rhythm. It's a cultural thing its not just a song, 
your doing history, music and it has many influences and its so 
rich.... you have to consider that it's a lot more than dancing to 
any old disco track.
This portrays the dancing of Salsa in a serious light; it becomes more 
than just dancing to a trivial dance song, which indicates that 
dancing Salsa can be a conscious act for affirming "Latin" cultural 
identity. What is significant here is not that the cultural element has 
been identified but that it is being enforced. Therefore Ara is stating 
that while the music may appear fun and light practising this is a
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serious and important activity. Julio, a Colombian DJ, touched on a 
similar point though he was more explicit about what the term might 
mean: "Its our culture, of Latinos who were in the US of Cubans, Puerto 
Ricans, Colombians, Dominicans of all of them."
So the term is used inclusively and even though Julio later mentions 
that "there is no doubt that non Latinos dance very well", he nevertheless 
uses the term "Latino" to establish the ownership of Salsa among 
Latin Americans who lived in the US, a culture of a displaced or even 
diasporic community.
There was, however, still some room for interpreting the term 
"Latino", but the term is always used to construct authority. For 
example, Adriana who is from Argentina notes the differences 
between "Latinos" and links this to the ownership of Salsa and 
merengue among the tropical countries of Latin America.
I consider myself to be Latin but I consider myself to be different 
from Colombians or Venezuelans... Ecuadorians or Cubans... 
because we dance very little Salsa in Argentina...so Salsa and 
Merengue are theirs.
But although she identifies these differences within the category 
"Latin" providing a degree of separation between herself and 
tropical Latins, she nevertheless attributes her own skill on the dance 
floor to her non-Caribbean Latin background.
People consider me to be Latin... I've been dancing (salsa) for a 
year and an English friend ...can't believe that in a year I know 
the songs and I dance the way I do. Not because I dance really well, 
but because I've got it inside me and its easier for me because I'm 
not as inhibited. But the English have to cross many barriers to get 
where I've got really quickly... because I have it. I'm Latin and I'm 
not shy about dancing with people. They say that physical contact
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isn't the same for us as it is for the English. In that sense I have 
fewer barriers than the English. (Adriana).
So Adriana again is drawing on the idea that having a Latin 
connection makes her better at dancing salsa. In describing herself as 
Latin she refers to an innate ability to dance, which allows here to 
progress more quickly that her "English" contemporaries who she 
feels are presented with barriers to dancing well, that she does not 
encounter. She also suggests that as she is less inhibited, that she is 
able to dance better, although she has isolates this quality she still 
equates this with being Latin and uses this to describe her dancing as 
superior to that of her "non Latin" peers.
This strategy uses established and well documented connections 
between Salsa and a range of locations, which are either explicitly or 
otherwise described as Latin or Latino or refer to "salsa countries". 
The term Latin is used here to group together Latin Americans, but 
this term is not objective but reflects a particular ideology that dates 
back to the Latin American independence movements of the 1830s 
(Parry 1971). Here the term is inclusively used to stress commonalties 
between these different groups. Therefore Salsa is retrospectively 
reconsidered as "Latin" (rather than Cuban, Colombian or Puerto 
Rican) because this connection provides a contrast with whatever is 
construed as not Latin, especially where Latinos are portrayed as 
struggling against assimilation and acculturation into the dominant 
(non-Latin) culture.
Branching out
While Flores (1994) reference to "branching out" emphasised specific 
ethnic commonalities identified between groups, many informants
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used similar ideas as they sought to draw out elements they felt they 
shared with salsa.
The representations of Salsa up to this point are in keeping with the 
descriptions from the literature. The "salsa countries" closely fit the 
countries mentioned by Aparicio (1997), Flores (1997), Manuel (1994), 
Boggs (1992) and Roberts (1972) that are associated with the 
production, consumption or saturation by the music called salsa. 
Informants rarely used the term "salsa countries" so explicitly and 
there also seems to be a significant amount of negotiation around this 
concept and its application. But informants did apply a creative 
approach by claiming a connection to Salsa through their 
consumption of the music or a link with what was presented as a 
shared background. To achieve this they described and defined Salsa 
and themselves in vague but compatible ways picking out particular 
characteristics that they shared.
This type of "branching out" occurred on various dimensions, and 
cold lead to a reconstruction of nationalities. For example, Andy 
whose father was from Guyana presents his connection to Salsa by 
mentioning that his father "initiated" him into the music when he 
was a child. This draws on his father's uses long-term familiarity 
with Salsa as a source of greater authority.
He then goes on to identify Salsa as Latin but then broadens out what 
Latin might mean. "For me its always going to he most definitely Latin, 
that's where its from. Obviously you've got Afro Caribbean mixes because 
were all one and the same." This construction then allows him to 
present Salsa as "part of my heritage" which he then clarifies by 
adding "South Americans and Caribbeans we're all the same people 
anyway". This symbolic connection extends any authority already 
afforded to Latinos or South Americans and bestows this on to
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"Caribbeans". Thus what might have been presented as a Latin 
music now becomes included in the more diffuse construct of Latin /  
Caribbean and this reinforces his connection to salsa.
Other informants also connected Latin America and the Caribbean. 
Gerry a DJ who promoted himself as playing "Latin, African and 
Jazz", suggested that people of Jamaican origin would draw parallels 
between their background and Cuba in particular.
There's an identification of similarity between the cultures 
anyxvay, you know everybody knows that Jamaica and Cuba are 
only 90 miles apart. I mean Rolando Alfonso from the Skatalites I 
mean it doesn't take a huge amount of working out.
This builds on the Caribbean connection with Salsa by drawing on 
the geographical proximity between Jamaica and Cuba, by stressing 
the cultural similarities and citing a famous Jamaican with some 
Cuban ancestry. The implication here is that Cuba and Jamaica are 
different regions of the same place. Being near Cuba is like being part 
of Cuba and so the authority afforded to Cuba can be redirected to 
Jamaica and Jamaicans.
Several informants with family from the Anglophone Caribbean also 
expressed this type of Caribbean connection. The term Caribbean has 
a specific geographical meaning but its social meaning is variable. 
For some informants this broad inclusive conception contrasts with 
their former idea of the Caribbean:
When I first got involved in Latin music I remember talking to a 
friend and (she zvas) talking about Latin music being Caribbean. 
And I thought that's not Caribbean music that's Jamaica that's 
Soca and that's Reggae...and she said look at the map Caribbean 
music comes from the Caribbean and it zvas like oh yeah its as 
simple as that. (Gerry)
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This quote is telling because the ending "its as simple as that" belies 
the amount of conceptual work that was needed in order to make 
those connections. By indicating his surprise that "Latin music" 
might be located in the Caribbean which he equates with 
Anglophone elements (or signifiers) such as Reggae and Soca, he 
indicates the problems with using the term Caribbean as catch all 
that embraces Jamaica and whatever "Latin" might mean. So to then 
use the term for this purpose is more a resignification of the term 
Caribbean, than a resignification of salsa. This also implies that inter 
Caribbean rivalry may have been put aside by London Salsa 
consumers.
Some dancers suggested that they discovered a Caribbean 
consciousness through their involvement in Salsa. This was often 
based on defining their background and Salsa (e.g. Cuba & Jamaica) 
as being Caribbean and using this as common ground. Glenda, for 
example, presents a number of connections between her Jamaican 
background and salsa:
Its so much linked to the Caribbean they like the music and they 
like to express themselves to the music. And I have noticed there's 
a lot of black people into salsa. When I first heard Merengue I 
thought this is just like Calypso and Soca I was so shocked... I 
suppose if  all Salsa was in English it xvould lose its appeal because 
it doesn't make sense then because it's Latino, well 
Latino/Caribbean really because of Cuba and Puerto Rico so that 
gets me sometimes. I suppose when you analyse it is not just South 
America it's Caribbean. (Glenda)
Glenda sums up the arguments used to locate Salsa in the Caribbean 
in the broadest sense. She firstly notes that Salsa is linked to the 
Caribbean, then that many "black people" are into salsa. She then 
connects Soca a genre associated with Trinidad and the Anglophone 
Caribbean in general with Merengue, itself of contested ownership
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but associated with the Dominican Republic and more recently 
consumed and reproduced in Spanish speaking countries, such as 
Colombia and Puerto Rico (Manuel 1994) and is now part of the 
repertoire of Salsa clubs. Finally she locates "Latino" in the 
Caribbean and the connection between her Caribbean background 
and Salsa is complete.
These factors are used to strengthen the bond between two groups 
and overlook the rivalries and conflicts in which neighbouring 
countries have become engaged. While these connections seem 
obvious to some informants, it doesn't automatically follow that 
neighbouring countries are similar or share a fraternal bond in their 
cultures. For example, within the Caribbean itself in Hispaniola, 
Haitians and Dominicans have expressed bitter rivalries and conflicts 
for centuries. In Europe, for example, England and France are 
physically close but it does not follow that the English and French 
share a close fraternal bond. The point is made here not to challenge 
the informant's logic of inclusion but to show that it requires some 
effort to make it work. However in the UK, many miles from the 
Caribbean, the differences between Cuba and say Jamaica may be 
reduced, especially when both are contrasted with an imagined 
British mainstream, and some benefit may be gained from 
identifying with Cuba when it has become fashionable. Therefore the 
symbolic embrace between Cuba and Jamaica reflects a conscious 
effort to remove differences and focus on common ground that is 
shared between the groups. This is especially relevant when 
informants use the more inclusive term "Caribbean" in their self­
definition.
For example, Mary makes a direct reference to the Caribbean when 
she defines herself; "I regard myself as Caribbean... Cubans are a lot like
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Jamaicans, they look like Jamaicans and their attitudes are a lot like 
Jamaicans, and that's probably why I enjoy it". So by labelling herself as 
Caribbean she emphasises the ethnic and cultural similarities that she 
sees in other Caribbean people, such as Cubans. As far as Salsa is 
concerned this broadening of national identities to regional identities 
also takes advantage of the authority of Cuba and shares that with 
her background, it is worth noting informants from other 
backgrounds also constructed this type of connection.
"Naturally, I belong"
The above section notes that the ethnic connections ascribed to Salsa 
can be an important resource for dancers who construe congruence 
between Salsa and what they perceive as their own ethnicity. Similar 
connections can be made that resemble the Caribbean connection but 
which take a different trajectory. For example another informant, 
Eva, draws a connection between Colombians because she sees a 
connection between them and Greek people.
I feel more Latin than Greek, they are just so friendly and I get 
invited to parties, I feel as though I belong. They have very similar 
cultures the men are similar to the Latin American men in many 
ways. The music is totally different I prefer Latin American music 
too it's more exciting. Its tradition, with Latin American music its 
all over the world. There's a link somewhere.
Eva's connection with Colombia also draws on her perception of her 
own identity because it only draws out the similarities that are 
relevant to her. Fler feelings of being Latin seem to be connected 
with an idea of friendliness, a perceived similarity between Greek 
men and Latin men, and a feeling of inclusion because she is invited 
to Colombian parties. While she does not recognise any similarities
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between Greek and Colombian music, by placing Salsa "all over the 
world", she removes its ties to specific locations, which facilitates her 
connection to salsa, which is eased by her presentation of the cultures 
as similar.
Other informants also repeated this emphasis on perceived cultural 
similarities. For example, Ara, who is Armenian, mentioned that he 
was first attracted to Salsa because "tJw music got into me, because of the 
cultural similarities. The hot bloodedness we ahuays had things to talk about 
and friendships developed and relationships developed with Colombians" 
(Ara). So this concentrates the common ground between Latin 
Americans and Colombians to the issue of hot bloodedness. Both this 
and the previous connection by Eva seem to construct similarities by 
rejecting to some extent stereotypes about the mainstream and about 
the expressiveness of particular dispositions associated with different 
groups. This connection is especially vague; it does not rely on 
specific ethnic associations between various groups but reduces these 
groups to a hot-blooded essence that can then be used as a basis for 
similarity. Importantly the definition of hot-bloodedness can be 
subjectively ascribed to any group and so what superficially appears 
to be an exclusive term can be made more inclusive because any 
dancer could define their self as hot-blooded without being 
constrained by their ethnicity.
A bit of my culture
So far this chapter has shown how informants construe Salsa as 
representing a particular characteristic that they identify in 
themselves. One of the more objective characteristics was the use of 
the Spanish language. Some Latin American and Spanish informants
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suggested that they were drawn to Salsa because of the use of 
Spanish in the songs. For example, Teresa points out that she had 
initially attended Salsa clubs "to be in contact with a bit of my culture. 
Although Salsa is not my culture.. .but anyway they speak Spanish". She 
initially reports this as cultural similarity but reconsiders and makes 
it clear that this is based mainly on language. So what attracted her 
into Salsa clubs was that Spanish language used in the songs and 
spoken by the Latin Americans there.
Susana, a popular dance teacher from Spain initially described a 
familiarity with some of the rhythms in salsa, which she likens to 
Spanish Flamenco Rumba. However, rather than drawing her to 
Salsa clubs she cited her nationality as a reason for initially avoiding 
them. She explained that she had come to the UK to learn English 
adding, "I'm already Latin I didn't come all the way to England for that". 
Therefore while she initially presents this as a reason for rejecting the 
clubs she nevertheless claims the authority available in this by 
describing herself as Latina. Now while European Spanish might be 
considered to be Latin this is not a straightforward classification. As 
the second chapter showed in the Americas the term Latin emerged 
in the context of rejecting colonialism, which in Latin America was 
represented by Spain. In Europe the term relates to countries that use 
a Romance (or Latin based) language, most of which border the 
northern Mediterranean. But combining the two with the 
connotations of Latin American identity and solidarity represents a 
conceptual achievement. These two examples are key to this analysis 
because they demonstrate how two informants can use similar 
resources to provide entirely different connections with salsa.
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Avoiding the mainstream
The above has focussed on how Salsa dancers emphasise the 
connections that they feel they have with what they perceive Salsa to 
represent as a musical genre. This was often based on media images 
and imagined or remembered ideals of what Salsa might be or might 
have been like in "salsa countries" in a classic time. The first half of 
this chapter showed how informants placed their relationship with 
Salsa in a global context; the rest of this chapter describes the local 
aspects of that relationship.
The following describes the symbolic connections between dancers 
and their perceptions of what Salsa represents. As well as being tied 
to Latin America, the Caribbean or other locations, another meaning 
ascribed to Salsa is derived from the representations of Salsa as an 
activity that is performed locally. In particular that it offers a 
different type of leisure activity than is offered by "mainstream" 
music clubs. When locating their Salsa consumption within the 
spectrum of leisure activities and music, informants attempt to 
distance themselves from what they consider to be mainstream clubs 
that were described as the antithesis of salsa.
Consumers of other minority or "subcultural" musics also rely on a 
similar type of argument to create symbolic distance. For example, 
Thornton (1995) and Widdicome and Wooffitt (1995) found that 
many ravers and goths respectively were keen to distance themselves 
from followers of mainstream music as a way of enhancing their own 
authenticity as group members. In this study the mainstream that 
informants sought to avoid was characterised with a combination of 
terms including, intimidating, "boozy", British or English. By
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attending Salsa clubs informants avoided both the mainstream 
individuals and any symbolic association with them.
Intimidating mainstream
Salsa clubs were described as different from clubs that didn't play 
salsa, which were variously called, mainstream, normal or English 
clubs. Several informants mentioned that they had found 
mainstream clubs intimidating, because they found it especially 
difficult to dance with people in those clubs. Alex described the 
awkwardness he had previously felt when trying to interact with 
women in "mainstream" clubs: "I'm actually very shy and have 
experienced all sorts of agonies in mainstream clubs over the years". 
However these agonies were reduced in Salsa clubs because it was 
acceptable for couples to dance without necessarily implying sexual 
interest. So attending Salsa clubs was presented as an alternative to 
mainstream clubs where individuals may feel awkward and 
alienated. Therefore Salsa clubs were portrayed as friendly places 
where people could interact more freely without feeling that any 
conversation masked a sexual ulterior motive.
In this light one of the qualities informants preferred about Salsa 
clubs was that they were primarily dedicated to dancing. For 
example, Teresa reported that she "liked very much that I xinll go 
dancing and nobody wanted to flirt or anything. I like that culture "do you 
want to dance?" and you dance and what's your name?" and that, but you 
can walk away". Thus the potential for asexual encounters was 
reported as an important aspect of Salsa clubs for these informants. 
Hannah echoed this feeling, even though she was aware that not all 
of the other dancers felt the way she did: "I don't drink alcohol much so
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going to a pub environment doesn't interest me very much. And the thing I 
like about La Finca is its not a night club in the sense of a place where people 
go to pick up girls, or xvell it probably is but it doesn't feel that way" 
(Hannah). Therefore what appears to be important is that these clubs 
provide an environment where people can meet without feeling 
sexually pressured. In this way these informants are suggesting that 
some Salsa clubs can be venues for romantic encounters, in contrast 
to "normal" clubs, which are portrayed as overtly and mindlessly 
sexual. There was also concern that because Salsa clubs were being 
promoted using sexual imagery that too many clubbers were single- 
mindedly pursuing sex rather than romance. This also ties in with 
Bourdieu's (1977) analysis because it draws a divide between, 
tasteful and distasteful ways of meeting sexual partners, which 
corresponds with his reference to the Kantian and anti-Kantian 
aesthetic. This was introduced in chapter 3 and distinguishes 
between styles of consumption that emphasise restrained 
appreciation as opposed to immediate physical gratification.
In addition informants suggested that Salsa clubs could allow 
dancers and particularly women to go out dancing alone without 
feeling uncomfortable whereas this was not the case with 
"mainstream" clubs, for example, Andy described his partner as 
follows; "She is a very quiet person but she xvill go to a Salsa club on her 
own mainly because of the atmosphere. I suppose she has friends there and 
she feels comfortable. And you don't get labelled with the loose woman 
[label] you would in a normal night club. " (Andy)
Although informants mentioned that asking for a dance in a 
"mainstream" club was seen as an indication of sexual intent, in 
contrast they felt this was not the case in Salsa clubs. As a result they 
were less inhibited in Salsa clubs as Leon described:
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You can go out by yourself, dance with whoever and go home. It 
doesn't mean anything, you don't have to get drunk on half a 
bottle of whisky just to dance xinth a woman and you are going to 
get 30 or 40 dances a night." (Leon)
The impression given is that Salsa clubs reject the behaviours 
expected in "normal" clubs. Dancing in this counterintuitive way 
forced dancers to concentrate on the dance steps rather than sexual 
interactions and as a result the clubs were thought to be more 
inclusive.
Sober Salsa
As well as suggesting a sexually restrained environment, the clubs 
were depicted as allowing a performance of leisure that did not rely 
on alcohol. Informants contrasted Salsa clubs with what they 
considered to be the typical consumption of alcohol in "mainstream" 
or "normal" clubs. For example, Andy suggested that the Salsa 
audience was more sensible than their mainstream peers:
The crowd ...tend to be more mature people who are fed up with 
the normal house / garage scene... I could not go out to a house 
club or a garage club because they are like meat markets. You can't 
dance, they just go out and get drunk and basically see how much 
alcohol they can take. Whereas in a Salsa club... there seems to be a 
reasonable alcohol intake so people aren't too over the top, they can 
still dance and enjoy themselves without getting too silly.
Elizabeth, who was concerned about the demise of the "salsa scene" 
due to infiltration by the very mainstream that she was trying to 
avoid, makes a similar point. But she makes it clear that for her Salsa 
clubs offered a "healthy" environment that focussed on dancing. So 
informants indicated that dancers didn't drink excessively, as this
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would interfere with their co-ordination, so inhibiting their ability to 
dance:
A  certain type of people are bored zoith the normal club scene, the 
smoking, the pissheads, you never had that in salsa, it's beginning 
to happen now but you never got that in salsa. You never had 
people drinking because they used to siveat so much they'd drink 
water... People didn't really smoke as they zuere too busy dancing 
and you're not gonna zveed your zvay around the dancefloor so it's 
a really healthy environment. So for someone like me its ideal 1 
don't drink and I don't smoke I've alzuays had an abundance of 
energy it zirns perfect for me. (Elizabeth)
Elizabeth highlights the attraction of Salsa clubs by contrasting them 
with "normal" clubs that she describes in terms of the consumption 
of various substances. The impression is that Salsa clubs represent an 
environment where people dance and avoid the drunken 
mainstream. So this local meaning of Salsa takes on a dimension of 
sobriety, which is absent in the literature on Salsa (Roman 1999, 
Padilla 1990, Aparicio 1997,) and which might even come as a 
surprise in Latin America or the Caribbean.
The mainstream as British
The idea of Salsa clubs as being opposed to intoxication is a local 
perception, but it is used in conjunction with the local /  foreign 
dichotomy by informants who portray excessive alcohol 
consumption as British or English and Salsa as foreign and sober. 
The implication is paradoxical, many informants who avoid 
excessive drinking are of British origin but they suggest that they 
sought Salsa clubs that they define as not typically English because of 
the lack of drinking. For example, Daria reiterates this point but still 
suggests that this typifies British society.
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Salsa is meant to he a much less beery drinky crowd, so there again 
it does separate it from much of British society. I'm very aware of 
that because in my background there is not a lot of alcohol 
consumed. So that's probably one of the reasons why I feel 
comfortable because you don't get beer poured down you half the 
time.
Other informants also described dancing Salsa as a way of escaping 
from the mainstream. Given that Salsa is described in national and 
ethnic terms it is not surprising that the mainstream is also described 
in similar terms. For example, Sarah describes the project she is 
embarking on by dancing salsa, as an escape from the connotations 
of the stereotypes of typical English leisure practices:
When I went to Cuba a lot of people are interested in techno music. 
... and I find that's what I'm running away from, 'cos that's 
English I've come to escape that. And that sort of music is 
filtering into the Latin stuff. Oh no its like Leicester Square get me 
out of here. (Sarah)
Sarah is confronted with the realisation that while she and her peers 
are interested in Cuban music, many Cubans seek British music. The 
imminent hybridisation between the mainstream she is avoiding and 
Salsa as a refuge from that mainstream threatens her perception of 
Latin music.
Dissecting Englishness
The use of English or British to represent the mainstream that is 
being avoided presents a further paradox. Many informants who use 
this term are themselves British or English, so informants try to 
maximise their connection with salsa, but this might be seen as 
denigrating the value of their own background and thus 
undermining their own authority. The solution to this apparent
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incongruity is to acknowledge the specific criticisms directed at the 
"British" mainstream and then tackle them independently of 
nationality or ethnicity. So, for example, Rufus presents the problem 
with his nationality as linked to being inhibited as a social 
disadvantage that he strives to overcome.
I am English, Englishmen are some of the most inhibited...! think 
it's a terrible cultural deficit which I've spent the past ten years 
trying to work through. (Rufus)
By isolating the problem associated with his nationality he can 
overcome what he presents as a cultural deficit. So the negative 
reaction is directed against the "typical English", or "most English" 
etc as this allows informants to present themselves as atypical 
English and so free from these negative associations.
Therefore this presents the possibility that the dedicated dancer can 
overcome the inhibited dancing and so not be tainted by the 
stereotypes of typical Englishness. Thus dancers could categorise 
themselves as English without having to be 'typical' English. So 
while as Pickering (2001) suggests stereotypes rely on a 
homogeneous view of the groups they depict, many Salsa dancers 
attempt to break these stereotypes and cite their own dancing as an 
anomaly that challenges these generalisations.
Sarah makes a similar point though she sees Salsa as a way of 
overcoming a range of negative stereotypes, that she feels are applied 
to her and which lead to judgments that she is not suitable as a 
dancer.
In learning the dance I've come across different prejudices maybe 
true or not, they go "oh you're too fat you can't dance", somebody 
thinks you're white or English you can't dance. That's added you 
didn't come in to do that. It's not something you would be telling 
people it's just your personal achievement. (Sarah).
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So learning to dance Salsa can allow individuals to feel that they had 
transcended stereotypes about their nationality or their bodies that 
might have made them feel that they were not able to dance. 
Therefore to an extent dancing Salsa allowed them to feel liberated 
from these stereotypes and to perform a new identity.
Challenging mainstream stereotypes
Up to this point there seems to be a perception that the mainstream, 
labelled with national terms, is deficient in dancing skills and is 
therefore undesirable. However while informants did reproduce 
these stereotypes they also challenged them by addressing the 
specific points that had been deemed objectionable and by 
suggesting that these could be overcome by attending Salsa clubs 
and classes. For example, Anna complains that the clubs were 
becoming anglicised, by which she refers to the influence of the 
mainstream on the clubs. However she does not require a club that is 
full of Latin Americans but people that she describes as Latin 
minded.
It's become so anglicised. I don't know what it is anymore. Yes, 
it's definitely Salsa but the spirit of Salsa is saucy, tasty but I don't 
know if it's there anymore. I f  you're going out to a place where all 
people are not necessarily Latin but Latin minded maybe. M y 
mum is Italian... maybe there is something we can relate to. I 
don't know what it is. Maybe it's the passion element. I'm a very 
passionate person that's xuhy I split with my very English 
boyfriend" Anna
The argument goes back and forth, while she uses the term Latin 
minded which removes the necessity of actually being "Latin", she 
picks out the quality of Latin, which she feels is important and 
equates this with passion. Although Latin minded seems to avoid the 
use of national stereotypes, Anna then suggests that her Italian
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background might make her more Latin minded and so more able to 
relate to this passion. This provides an opportunity to draw on her 
Italian connection while still excluding the "very English" who, it is 
implied lack passion. Quantifying Englishness allows her to use this 
term without dismissing all English dancers if they are Latin minded.
As this example, suggests the stereotype about the British 
mainstream is also gendered, with informants especially criticising 
English male dancing. Amy built on this but rather than complain 
about the standard of male British dancing she highlighted the 
scarcity of "English" men in mainstream clubs who were prepared to 
dance so it is there inclination to dance that is the problem. Amy 
presents this in practical terms by talking about the numbers of men 
that would dance.
When you go to a Latin American club the men like dancing just 
for tire sake of dancing, but English men don't. I f  you go to an 
English night club you'd stand there on your own all night until 
about quarter to tivo then someone asks you to dance and expects 
you to go home with them. We used to call them the 'ten to 
tivoers'. But if  you go to a Latin night club the moment you go in 
there you're dancing they don't wait 'til they've sunk 14 pints of 
larger to be able to go and dance. That's the attraction, English 
men don't like dancing and zohen you go to a Latin club tlze Latin 
men will dance and even the English men who've learnt how to 
dance will dance. But you go to English clubs men don't dance at 
all and women just dance around their handbags. (Amy)
Superficially she draws a distinction betu^een English men who are 
reluctant to dance and Latin men who are eager to dance. The 
implication is also that Latin /  non-Latin dichotomy separates those 
who are primarily interested in dance or sexual motives respectively. 
However towards the end of the excerpt it is clear that the factor that 
affects the dancing is not the nationality of the dancers but the type 
of club as she suggest that in a Latin club, as she puts it, even.
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English men overcome their inhibitions and dance. This reinforces 
the idea that these negative stereotypes can be overcome, but more 
importantly that is the space that determines what behaviour is 
appropriate.
Ara also draws on the idea that the physical; space can transform the 
nature of the individuals within the clubs and that Salsa clubs can 
provide a way of dispensing with the negative associations with the 
term English. He suggests that this can be reduced to a set of 
characteristics largely about being reserved that can be lost 
altogether by dancing salsa.
Nil: Do people change because they dance salsa?
Ara: They lose their Englishness sometimes, because if  you go to
an English club eye contact [is] minimal, people rely on alcohol for 
interaction. You go to a Salsa club its another world, the 
atmosphere is different its like a house party. The English relax 
they communicate easier, you smile, people smile back it actually 
changes the culture of Anglo Saxons within that environment.
This section shows that certain nationalities are symbolically 
privileged and described as more compatible with Salsa based on 
proximity in geographical, ethnic or linguistic terms. However other 
groups, especially the British are inherently disadvantaged, but the 
negative connotations of these classifications can be overcome by 
attending Salsa classes, therefore Salsa is portrayed here as a means 
to a transformation that can allow individuals to overcome negative 
stereotypes associated with these nationalities.
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Shared otherness, de-ethnicising selves
In the light of such negative stereotyping of the "typical English"
mainstream it is not surprising that some informants attempt to
present themselves in a way that avoids this characterisation. The
former section showed how this was achieved by lessening the
negative connotations of the British mainstream stereotype. The
following section examines another strategy. Here informants do not
challenge those stereotypes directly but emphasise how their own
background differs from the connotations of being "typically
English". For example, here Rachel rephrases what she terms her
"100% English" background and suggests that it is altered because
she associates with people from other backgrounds and because she
has lived abroad.
it's the sort of environment I have always been attracted to 
anyway. Having spent a lot of time abroad and speaking different 
languages I suddenly realised, for example, I don't have any really 
good white English friends, and I think that is through the Salsa 
thing as well. I try and think in general the last time I had a 
conversation face to face with somebody, maybe a friend or an 
acquaintance who was 100% English and ivhite. The only person 
that is, I suppose when I look at myself in the mirror. Everybody I 
seem to know is some sort of other origin, or foreign in some way, 
or a different colour or from another country. (Rachel)
There are several implications in this account, she describes herself as 
100% English she does not associate with anyone who matches that 
description. Furthermore she seems to suggest that her most 
important characteristic is not her connection to a country (especially 
not England) but to a particular environment, the Salsa club. She 
also points to her multilingualism, her residence abroad and her lack 
of English friends in particular to further distance her from the 
negative stereotypes of that background. So she presents a different 
cosmopolitan way of being 100% English and white that seeks out 
and embraces things that are "foreign in some way" and which are
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directly linked to the Salsa club environment. It is notable that in 
portraying her "atypical" Englishness as cosmopolitan she implies 
that the "typical English" are xenophobic and insular. So this crude 
stereotype remains valuable for the construction of her identity 
because she can construct herself as cosmopolitan by rejecting it. It is 
also notable that the stereotype ignores the cosmopolitanism of 
London and the large number of "100% English" who are also 
present in the Salsa clubs.
These examples suggest that these informants may reinterpret their 
national or ethnic backgrounds in order to portray themselves as 
more compatible with what they perceive Salsa to represent. But it 
would be misleading to suggest that all informants pursued this goal. 
These methods have been emphasised specifically because they 
contradict the dominant discourse in the literature on salsa; that 
connects Salsa to a combination of nationality, ethnicity and ideology 
to which the inexact term Latin is often applied. However while the 
point has been made repeatedly that Salsa is diverse, this diversity 
goes beyond the dimensions of ethnicity and nationality.
Dance Salsa how you like. Deterritorialising salsa
The emphasis on nationalities suggests that dancers from some 
backgrounds are perceived to be at an advantage. But Salsa can also 
be construed in terms that are unrelated to ethnicity or nationality, 
which emphasise Salsa as a locally pursued activity. As an 
alternative to claiming a connection or affinity with the essence of 
salsa, some dancers re-construed their nationality, which could 
connect them to the supposed producers of salsa. However, another 
group of informants completely circumvent this type of authority by
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emphasising an alternative authority that is based on their 
consumption of Salsa in the here and now.
For example, Leon also repeated the perception of Cuba as the 
"origins", but he was affronted when someone suggested that his 
dancing wasn't authentic because it wasn't based on Cuban dance. 
He sets up a distinction between the original and authentic, so 
undermining the value of the "origins", portraying the historical 
connection as less relevant and allowing total freedom in the 
interpretation of salsa, "[they said] I don't dance authentic salsa. Now 
what the hell is authentic salsa? Authentic salsa, is that the Cuban style 
maybe. I wouldn't say it was authentic, but I would say it's the origins, it 
started ojfin Cuba, but you dance Salsa how you want" (Leon).
This specifically detaches Salsa from its established location, Cuba, 
and if any dance can be authentic, he implies that "authenticity" may 
be achieved without relying on any global location but instead 
generated locally by the manner in which Salsa is danced locally. So 
this definition of authenticity ceases to be based on the production of 
Salsa in Salsa countries and the construction of ethnic identity, and 
instead becomes focussed on the way in which it is danced locally. 
By separating the essence of Salsa from the reproduction of the 
Cuban form of the dance, he breaks with ethnic or national 
consciousness as a connection between Salsa and its consumers. This 
can be seen as an instance of what Lull (1995) refers to as cultural re- 
territorialisation as it shows the reworking of Salsa in a local context 
along with an attempt to remove its former ethnic associations. 
However although it appears that he wants to champion a freeform 
de-ethnicised salsa, Leon's apparent deterritotrialisation of Salsa is 
used to relocate Salsa in the familiarity of North America rather than 
Latin America:
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I prefer the style that I do. It is because it is the American style, 
and anything over in this country that is American is good. M y 
personal style - I can dance with an American, I can dance with 
people from New York, LA, it doesn't matter to me, but my style is 
still different to theirs because in London zve generally have got a 
lot of moves and everyzvhere you go everyone is just doing as many 
moves as they can in one dance, so that is the English style - lots of 
moves.
Here Leon taps into another discourse that replaces one set of 
locations for Salsa (the Salsa countries mentioned earlier) with North 
American connections. By doing so he emphasises a version of 
authenticity that he feels he has greater access to because of the 
British expertise with North American popular culture; therefore no 
one dancing the New York style need defer to any Latin American 
expertise. The implication is clear. Salsa is North American and as we 
are experts in North American popular culture, we can be experts in 
salsa. In short he is constructing another dimension of FLores (1996) 
"branching out" argument that specifies connections between the UK 
and North America rather than de-emphasising or re-construing 
Englishness. In addition the meaning of the essence of Salsa becomes 
altered so that locals are allowed the freedom to create and improvise 
new moves rather than reproduce another style. Once this has been 
achieved dancing well can be interpreted in terms of the size of the 
repertoire of dance moves rather than pursuing some essence of 
Salsa located in Latin America.
Personal rediscovery and patina as authority
The above therefore implies that Salsa can be reinterpreted as a form 
of North American popular culture, and that doing so makes it easier 
for some dancers to establish their connection with Salsa and hence 
their authority. However an alternative strategy that some
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informants used to reinforced their connection with salsa, that did 
not involve re-construing the location of Salsa or their ethnicity or 
nationality, was to stress the length of time that they had been 
exposed to Salsa or its relate genres. This interpretation of Salsa 
avoids the question of the ethnicity but merely refers to dancers 
familiarity with the music. The implication is that someone dancing 
Salsa for ten years, is more authoritative than someone who has 
danced for two.
In this light when informants described how long they had been 
dancing Salsa they tended to maximise their experience. Sometimes 
this would involve broadening their experience to include other 
dances they had enjoyed. So by construing Salsa as just another 
dance (and overlooking its specific cultural associations) they could 
add years to their experience. For example, when answering a 
question on why she likes Salsa Joanna mentions: "I have always liked 
music, I have always danced". Here she places Salsa in the context of 
her love of dance, which implies the permanence of dance as part of 
her identity. Joanna continues by referring to the ballroom dance TV 
show. Come Dancing, as part of her connection with salsa.
When I was a kid, I used to watch Come Dancing zinth my dad. 
M y dad was really into ballroom dancing. I never liked the Old 
time, but I loved the Cha Cha or Mambo, that sort of stuff. We 
always used to watch that sort of stuff together when I was a child, 
very young. It must have been the music is something in me.
By mentioning Come Dancing, Joanna implies that she is very 
familiar with this dance and she has known about this for many 
years and this is not new to her. Interestingly while other informants 
(in the next chapter) refer to Come Dancing as a term of abuse and 
the antithesis of Salsa Joanna uses it as a positive childhood 
connection with salsa.
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Childhood familiarity with the music can also be used to imply 
expertise even if it recalls how unpleasant the experience was. For 
example, Andy described his introduction to Salsa by referring to his 
father: "My father initiated me into it many years ago because he liked it 
and I thought 'bah this is old people's stuff". So even though he objected 
to the music because it was "old people's stuff" he still relies on the 
"initiation" to claim authority based on his early exposure.
McKraken (1988) suggested that ancient objects are deemed to be 
more valuable because their tarnished and distressed appearance 
indicates that they are ancient and authentic. Similarly these 
informants legitimise their consumption of Salsa and extend their 
history and prestige by noting that they have been familiar with 
Salsa for so long that it has become incorporated into them (or into 
the Habitus that is articulated by the individual, Bourdieu 1977) and 
is an expression of their true selves. Both these examples evoke an 
informal education and authentic inheritance of traditional 
knowledge. The significant point is that even something that was 
disliked in the past (such as Come Dancing) could be valuable if it 
could be made relevant to the present.
Natural dancers and self-discovery
Some informants suggested that their connection with Salsa was that 
they considered themselves to be dancers first and foremost for 
example, Teresa makes this straightforward point by labelling herself 
as a dancer "I started to like dancing because I am a dancer: I like to 
dance". The logic being used here is that Salsa is primarily an 
activity rather than an ethnic symbol, and these informants portray 
themselves first and foremost as dancers and the ethnic associations
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that Salsa has accumulated are merely a distraction and an irrelevant 
barrier.
Rachel echoes this when she draws on her childhood dancing to 
present her experience as extensive. As she describes her experience 
of Salsa it gradually increases until she has accumulated over thirty 
years experience on the dancefoor.
NU Hozv long have you been dancing salsa?
Rachel Actually going to Salsa clubs, about five years, although I
suppose I really got introduced to the whole Salsa idea of a club thing 
about eight years ago, but I used to dance Latin American when I was 
younger as well, so that's quite different, more of a Ballroom style.
NU Where did you learn to dance salsa?
Rachel When I was about four, not actually Salsa, I started
learning to dance when I was about four or five, and then I suppose I 
really got into Salsa because I wanted to do something more practical that 
I could do outside of a dance studio when I zvas older that zuould actually 
be sociable and get me to knozv people, and I liked the music, so I think it 
zvas more really picking up on zvhat I had already learned, it zvas zvatching 
a fezv people, I never really did lessons. The only time I really did any 
lessons zvas zvhen I first came [back] to the UK to get to knozv a fezv people.
Although her thirty years of dancing experience was not gained from 
Salsa clubs she counts this towards her Salsa dancing experience by 
suggesting that Salsa is a continuation of her former dance practice 
rather than something new. The number of years and mention of her 
childhood allows her to suggest that dancing part of her true nature 
and attending Salsa clubs merely articulates this in a social setting. 
In direct contrast to informants who described the difficulty they 
experienced learning to dance salsa, this approach holds that dancing
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is in her true nature, and so she didn't require instruction in dancing 
salsa. In this context she describes the lessons as just a way to 
increase her social circle rather than to learn to dance.
The ease with which dancers learn to dance Salsa can also be used to 
indicate their authority, because they imply that they are natural 
dancers. Various dance teachers touch on this idea when they 
describe how quickly they had learned to dance and risen through 
the ranks.
Furthermore referring to the connection between current dance and 
childhood use of dance also implied that dancing Salsa could be used 
to express the defining essence of the individual. The connections 
that dancers draw between themselves and dance range from the 
practical example above to metaphorical expressions such as Susana 
who suggest that dancing is a preverbal skill that draws on her true 
core self.
I was born dancing, I've danced all my life, so I have a sort of 
feeling that you can't explain. Its as if you are interpreting the 
music and when you like a song you ju st... I don't know, I believe 
I don't think about anything, you lose your mind. Your mind goes 
blank, you dance and that's it.
Other informants used more literal connections indicating that they
had danced for many years, indicating a permanent connection. Fro
example, another approach was to present learning to dance Salsa as
a form of self-actualisation whereby the dancer rediscovers and
expresses the true self by dancing salsa. For example, Joanna
connects her childhood ambition to be a dancer with dancing salsa.
Maybe it is linked to a childish dream that I always had of being a 
dancer. I always saw myself as being a dancer, but I never did 
anything I was always this fat... So I think it was just like a little 
thing you have inside ... /  was very unsporty but I found I was a 
good dancer so it gave me a little bit of I don't knozv I am good at 
something.
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This indicates that in a local setting the practice of Salsa can be 
construed by its practitioners as having symbolic meanings that do 
not refer to the struggles for symbolic ownership of the music and 
dance. A number of informants described dancing Salsa as a 
combination of exercise, keeping fit and socialising, which 
encouraged a feeling of well being and allowed them to realise 
several physical and social aspirations. For Joanna in particular it 
was connected to losing weight, making new friends and realising a 
childhood dream of seeing herself as a dancer. This practical 
application of Salsa as a part of a project of self-improvement 
indicates a different motivation for dancing Salsa that is entirely 
missing from the accounts of Salsa in the previous literature.
Flexible salsa
The main finding from the interviews discussed in this chapter is that 
there is no single stable meaning for salsa. Instead Salsa seems to 
have a fluid meaning and like the classic Rorschach inkblots (1907), 
have little meaning in themselves but instead mirror the issues that 
preoccupy the individual. Therefore the symbolic meanings that are 
read into salsa, mirror the characteristics that informants wish to 
highlight about themselves and which support the identities they 
wish to emphasise and which they think are most advantageous in 
relation to salsa. Therefore while some informants interpret Salsa as 
an expression of ethnic identity, others choose to highlight Salsa as 
an expression of their more ethnically neutral passion for dance.
This chapter has also shown the symbolic resources Salsa consumers' 
use to privilege their own consumption of salsa. Ethnicity seemed to
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be an important component and there seems to be a clear hierarchy 
of ethnic backgrounds based on various narratives of authenticity 
and proximity to the original source of salsa. Informants seemed to 
attempt to connect themselves to the more valuable ethnicities while 
distancing themselves from the subordinate mainstream ethnicities.
But the relationship was not straightforward. While some dance 
teachers, for example, emphasised the similarity between their 
ethnicity and authentic Salsa (for example, because they were 
Cuban), others (with less valuable ethnicities in this context) did not 
draw authority from their ethnicity when facing a competitor with a 
closer ethnic connection to salsa. Instead they would focus on their 
technical knowledge of the dance as the source of authority.
The existing literature on Salsa reviewed earlier, stresses the meaning 
of Salsa as a resource for constructing Latin American or "Latin" 
identity in its various guises. But the resignified meanings that 
dancers produce in London can support a range of identities that do 
not reproduce this construct. These meanings still fall within a 
hierarchy with some being more valuable than others and so they 
form a cultural economy, which benefits some Salsa practitioners 
over others. Therefore while this chapter questions how this 
symbolic privilege is used, the next chapter explores the practical 
application of those symbolic resources on the dance floor and how 
Salsa consumers reinforce their own connections to Salsa by 
undermining and distinguishing themselves from their rivals.
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Chapter 8
Social divisions based on the practice of salsa
Up to this point this thesis has focused on how dancing Salsa could 
be used for the construction and maintenance of identities by its 
practitioners in London. In particular the last chapter showed how 
various different meanings can be ascribed to Salsa but can also be 
changed by its consumers. It was also suggested that the unequivocal 
portrayal of Salsa as 'Latin' is flawed, because this is not a stable 
meaning despite salsa's importance for Latin Americans and this is 
just one of many possible interpretations, as different consumers 
emphasise characteristics with which they identify and which 
reinforces the legitimacy of their claims on salsa. Therefore salsa's 
symbolic meanings were unfixed and manipulated through a 
process, whereby congruence was created between salsa's symbolic 
meanings and the audience's characteristics. Informants' accounts 
also suggest that Salsa's meanings could change over time and in the 
different locations of its consumption.^
However just stating that salsa's meanings can change overlooks the 
benefits to be gained from these changes and the struggles that can 
accompany them. The remaining analytical chapters build on this by 
describing how salsa's meaning change, and more importantly, how 
the changes in meaning facilitate the competing claims of ownership 
by bestowing advantage to dancers who attempt to dominate that 
field. This chapter also shows how aesthetics are used in the
1 M a n u e l  ( 1 9 9 5 )  c a l l s  s u c h  c h a n g e  in  m e a n i n g  c u l t u r a l  r e s i g n i f i c a t i o n  t h r o u g h  
c r e a t i v e  a p p r o p r ia t io n ,  b u t  t h i s  i m p l i e s  s t a b l e  s i g n i f i e r s  p r io r  t o  a n d  f o l l o w i n g  
r e s i g n i f i c a t i o n .  A p p r o p r ia t io n  a l s o  s u g g e s t s  o w n e r s h i p  a n d  c u l t u r a l  t h e f t  b y  
a n o t h e r  g r o u p .  T h i s  i m p l i e s  t h a t  g r o u p s  m a y  a d o p t  o r  a c q u i r e  c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t s  
t h a t  w e r e  t h e  p r o p e r t y  o f  o t h e r s ,  a n d  c h a n g e  t h e i r  m e a n i n g .  T h e s e  t e r m s  a r e  
t h e r e f o r e  b e  u s e d  c a u t i o u s l y ,  a n d  d o  n o t  im p ly  o w n e r s h i p  o r  s t a b l e  m e a n i n g s .
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associated struggles for ownership of the dance and the spaces in 
which it is performed.
Salsa in conflict
Such a portrayal of Salsa clubs, a conflict model based on the 
possession of cultural knowledge, directly draws on and responds to 
ideas from Pierre Bourdieu's (1977) work highlighted in chapter 
three. These help uncover a view of salsa, which contrasts with the 
idea that Salsa clubs benefit the entire audience and allow them all to 
fulfil their aspirations. By drawing on Bourdieu's ideas Salsa venues 
can be seen as sites of competitive struggles, in which dancers use 
various forms of non-economic capital (especially cultural capital in 
the form of dance) to gain advantage.
Bourdieu's work tends to use cultural and other forms of capital as 
proxies for socio economic class, with all forms of capital being seen 
as imperfect reflections of economic capital. But this study has not 
found such a neat correlation between particular forms of valuable 
cultural knowledge and overt markers of socio-economic class. 
While the clubs are promoted as egalitarian havens where dancers 
are valued for their dancing and the effort they have invested in 
learning to dance, some dances appear to be more valued than others 
and there seems to be other factors that affect the value ascribed to a 
particular form of capital (in this case dance) outside the field from 
which it originates.
Therefore this chapter explores the value systems used to decide 
whether knowledge is considered as cultural capital or irrelevant 
trivia. The crucial point here is that various cultural products and
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ways of consuming them are not inherently valuable but that their 
value is derived from the groups they represent and the value 
ascribed to those groups in that field. So this chapter uncovers the 
ways Salsa dance might be like cultural capital and what it might be 
correlated with. The following section describes how informants 
used Salsa to divide and classify the audience and then how they 
place themselves in relation to those classifications.
Marking distance
Informants often identified with Salsa by highlighting their 
connection with the genre, as they perceived it. Studies of other 
public dancing events (Malbon 2000, Thornton 1995) suggests that 
rave consumers perceived a sense of unity through their public 
consumption of that music event. In contrast Salsa consumers 
emphasise their connection with Salsa as an abstract genre, but were 
keen to stress their difference from other local Salsa consumers. The 
distance between these different sections of the Salsa audience can be 
seen in the physical segregation as well as symbolic distance as 
Adriana describes:
As you come down the stairs in Salsa on the left, by the band, you have 
all the Latin yeoyle, the Ecuadorians, the Venezuelans, the Colombians, 
ahvays grouyed together in that side. Then on the right by the band you 
get lots full of black yeoyle, there's lots of Angolans and Nigerians or 
English because when I say yeoyle of colour ... and then lots of Arabs 
also grouy together on the other side. Some of my friends are there 
because they are Arab. Then those that come down at night are the 
Marios* and all of those who come after their classes. They go to the 
right and they form a grouy there under the balcony and they all start 
dancing they move the tables aside and they form a sort of circle where 
they do their little shows." (Mario teaches a contemyorary intricate 
style).
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This could be interpreted as depicting a voluntary ethnic segregation 
in some Salsa clubs, and segregation between types of dance. This 
informant was aware of the ethnic and national dimension to the 
organisation of dancers in the clubs with the exception of the dance 
teachers who were not classified according to nationality or ethnicity. 
However other informants such as Leon provide an alternative 
interpretation by suggesting a practical and almost altruistic motive 
for the segregation between dancers.
There are so many people on the main dance floor. So, Mario and the 
rest of those guys there need their space. Mario always takes up the 
whole dance floor, so that section near the stairs at the tables... there is 
more space to do your stuff. In England people don't take care of their 
partners. I am trying to do that now ... 1 remember making this girl 
have a black eye. I did a dip in Bar Salsa and someone else did a dip and 
the girl he dipped went straight down into the girl I dipped and her eye 
went black. And that is because it was so packed, and now I never go 
into that section anymore, the main dance floor even when it is half 
empty. I'll never go in there, always on the outskirts. (Leon).
Despite diffusing the suggestion of racial tension within Salsa clubs, 
Leon reinforces the idea that certain areas of the club are informally 
designated for different activities and types of dance. Therefore the 
apparent segregation in the clubs could be explained by an 
association between these activities and different ethnic groups. For 
example, acrobatic and potentially dangerous dances (which tend not 
to be attractive to Colombian dancers) are performed at the margins 
where there is more space and where dancers are conspicuous and 
more visible.
Interestingly the segregation within the clubs is presented in 
practical terms and almost highlighting health and safety concerns.
It is safer to perform flamboyant dances in areas where there is space, 
whereas more modest dancers can be performed anywhere.
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Ways to consume Salsa in public
Informants' categorisations further divided the club audience into 
groups that were often based on the perceived motives and patterns 
of consumption. The categories in the Salsa audience can be 
organised into a basic typology that defines, those to be avoided, e.g. 
"drinkers", "creeps" and "beginners", those who were tolerated e.g. 
"aficionados" and "explorers", and those who were sought after, 
regular dancers teachers and even "real salseros".
Drinkers. "You should be dancing"
In the last chapter some dancers suggested that they danced Salsa to 
avoid what they saw as alcohol driven leisure activities. Elizabeth for 
example, confirms this local teetotal interpretation of salsa:
You never had people drinking because they used to sweat so much they'd 
drink water that's why the bars used to get so pissed off because they 
never took anything at the bar on a Salsa night
This supports the previous chapter's suggestion that Salsa clubs were 
portrayed as a refuge from alcoholic excess. In this light it is not 
surprising that 'drinkers' (especially those who danced with their 
drinks) were avoided because they might spill these on the dance 
floor. In addition dedicated dancers avoided those Salsa clubs where 
drinkers were thought to be more numerous. However it is not the 
consumption of alcohol itself that is objected to, but how this affects 
the opportunities for dancing, as indicated in these two examples, in 
which informants attribute their dislike of particular clubs to the 
proportion of drinkers there.
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I wouldn't go to the Finca on Saturday because its all just drinkers and 
they can't dance, and its being stupid and they are just being a waste of 
space. I'm not gonna get any decent dances. (Glenda)
I don't like Bar Rumba. There's too many people who go to drink and 
nothing else. The people who finish working at the office and they come 
out and the only thing they want is to drink and they get in the way 
(Susana)
Therefore these particular informants begrudged these "drinkers" 
the floor space they occupied, because they weren't using the space 
"properly" by dancing in an acceptable way and instead were losing 
their coordination through drinking. Both these informants indicate 
their impatience with drinkers, which was directed both at their 
motivation to drink and their unwillingness or inability to dance 
Salsa in what was deemed a locally acceptable way.
A similar contempt was also directed at people who were thought to 
be using illegal drugs in the clubs. This was not due to any objection 
to the use of the substances themselves but because of the affect on 
co-ordination. One informant was careful to avoid people she 
thought were taking ecstasy because they would do very little 
footwork and when they did they would tread on her feet. This 
finding is diametrically opposed to Malbon's (1999) description of 
the use of ecstasy in dance clubs, which he suggested were an 
accepted part of the culture of dance clubs. This thesis therefore 
suggests that the radically different attitude to choreography in the 
two types of club is central to this difference in attitudes to drug use.
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Building distance through lifestyle
Salsa is used here as a symbolic marker of distance from the 
mainstream. Susana's strategy to help avoid 'drinkers' was to arrive 
at the clubs very late when the less dedicated dancers were leaving.
I never go before midnight, because, before twelve, people just start 
drinking and there's too many people and you can't dance. After 
twelve the people start leaving because they have to work the next 
day or to catch the last train, whatever later that's zuhen you can 
dance
This supports the claims that 'drinkers' are avoided and introduces 
the idea that there is a temporal segregation in clubs, along with 
spatial segregation earlier. Therefore because they use the same 
space at the start and end of an evening these different sections of the 
Salsa club audience may have very little contact with each other. 
Certainly after midnight a greater proportion of people would be 
dancing (the proportion earlier was less than 50%) and the 
complexity of the dancing also increased, culminating in the last 
dance at around 2am, where most people in the club were dancing.
Susana also implies that this temporal segregation can be exploited 
by following a specific lifestyle and if need be an employment 
routine that breaks away from traditional office hours. This lifestyle 
is also one that provides freedom from commitments and enough 
free time and disposable income to spend in the clubs. In this light 
those dancers' claims that Salsa represents "a way of life" that refers 
to a pattern of consumption that revolves around clubs and leisure 
based activities.
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'Sexy' Salsa and asexual Salsa
Salsa was often depicted as 'sexy'; the term appears in flyers seen in 
chapter 10 and repeats a common depiction of Latin American dance 
(Desmond 1997, Roberts 1977). An alternative interpretation for the 
perception of Salsa as sexy was that the clubs allowed close tactile 
and physical contact between strangers that was unacceptable 
elsewhere. For example, Daria articulates this idea when she 
explains the perceived "sexiness" of salsa.
The very fact that you are having close physical contact with a complete 
stranger, in a society where we say sorry if we accidentally touch one 
another. It's a completely different area, you're not just holding hands 
with people but you might be having a lot of bodily contact.
Although the clubs provided an environment that centred on 
dancing, they were also thought to allow a unique possibility for 
physical contact and expression of sexuality with near strangers. 
This was seen as a to challenge to the inhibitions that were described 
as typical of the mainstream.
On the other hand it can be argued that Salsa was already sexualised 
before it became popular here and that this dates back to the 1920s, 
when, as Moore (1995) suggests, the only Afro-Cuban dances that 
were not suppressed, were the lewd and titillating cabaret versions 
of rumba.
Some informants suggested that Salsa had been labelled as "sexy" 
because of movements of a specific part of the body and particularly 
the pelvis: "A lot of people... see the dancing they say hey that looks sexy 
look at the hips" (Ara). The movement of the pelvis is an almost 
inevitable consequence of the footwork, but has been interpreted as
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an expression of sexuality. The interpretations of these movements 
are also linked to the performance of gender and some dance 
teachers would tell male dancers to suppress these hip movements 
and move the upper body more instead. Also during the 
ethnographic observations one Latin American informant 
remembered that as a teenager her parents' generation were 
outraged at contemporary Salsa because they interpreted the pelvic 
movements as too effeminate for men to perform. So movement of 
this part of the body can be filled with references to the performance 
of gender and sexuality. Therefore the expression of sexuality either 
through the pursuit of sexual partners or the sexual explicitness of 
the dance was a key dimension along which the audience classified 
each other in the London Salsa clubs.
Salsa and the sexual taboo
The ways in which dancing could express sexuality was another 
source of division and the representation of Salsa as sexy was a site 
of considerable debate. There was an effort to present Salsa as 
serious or respectable and move away from the idea that Salsa clubs 
are "pick up joints". But at the same time there was a recognition that 
people do actually meet sexual partners in Salsa clubs, just as they do 
in other pubs and clubs. It does however seem that part of the 
audience are keen to emphasise that clubs are venues for the 
appreciation the music and dance rather than the blatant pursuit of 
sexual partners.
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Cruisers
Some informants complained that other dancers were too clumsily 
and single-minded in their pursuit of sex rather than dancing. For 
example, Hannah highlighted this concern adding that a portion of 
the audience "go there to cruise to pick up partners or whatever and 
generally they can't dance". They also seemed to portray the 
mainstream as "cruisers" rather than dancers, and in this light these 
"cruisers" were often contrasted with Salsa dancers. For example, 
Jose suggests that people who are thought to be obsessed with this 
were also frowned on; "women call them creeps. Those guys know how to 
dance and stuff, but they want to get laid, they are there to get laid, and they 
will normally go for stereotypical women who dress up as if 'come and get 
me'. (Jose). This builds on the emerging dichotomy that portrays 
dedicated dancers as restrained and controlled, in various areas such 
as sexuality and alcohol consumption and non-dancers as 
unrestrained and wild. It also contributes to the idea that this other 
audience with other motives is "infiltrating" the Salsa venues.
It would however be a mistake to assume that all Salsa dancers 
behaved in this way, but a substantial proportion talk about Salsa as 
a substitute for sex rather than as a prelude. However their 
complaints about the existence of this behaviour indicate that 
opinions are divided, or perhaps that informants are keen to portray 
themselves in a manner that rejects overt sexual expression and 
pursuit of sex in the clubs. Rather than describing particular 
behaviours these complaints articulate the ways in which dancers 
define themselves in relation to a disputed taboo.
There is therefore an insistence that behaviour in Salsa clubs should 
conform to particular norms. This emerging dichotomy was used to
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distinguish between the more worthy real Salsa dancers who wanted 
to dance and the less worthy cruisers who were only in the club to 
find sexual partners, as Susana puts it: "those who have heard about 
Salsa and think that they can get women very easily... those typical ones 
who go to drink and are giving you stick the whole evening".
So the sexual taboo is also presented in the context of infiltration, the 
problems is identified in terms of an influx of people who consume 
Salsa in an inappropriate way and in doing so threaten to change the 
clubs and the space in which dancing Salsa had been valued over 
and above any other qualities and pursuits.
Clubs for Cruising
Informants suggested that the infiltration of Salsa clubs by cruisers 
had progressed to such an extent that whole clubs had succumbed. 
For example, Susana suggested that certain clubs had a reputation 
for the availability of sexual partners to be found there. In keeping 
with the taboo she uses disparaging language to refer to one club 
when she says: "To me nozuadays the Mambo Inn seems like a kind of 
zvhorehouse. It seems that people just go there for scx"fSusana). This club 
is therefore unambiguously presented as a venue where dancing is 
secondary to cruising.
But far from suggesting that cruisers were a unique group of 
outcasts, some informants suggested that the entire Salsa scene now 
shared this motive. Jose contributed to the idea that the pursuit of 
sexual partners was central to the experience of attending Salsa clubs 
for many dancers. So rather than suggesting that this sexually 
motivated minority were infiltrating Salsa and changing the sexual
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norms, he describes dancing Salsa predominantly a means to finding 
sexual partners. "There is very little dance as a form of enjoyment, just as 
a pretext to move on to the next partner, and the next partner until you get 
laid". Thus the crucial point here is that the cruisers and dancers are 
not mutually exclusive groups and there can be some overlap 
between them.
Flirting with Salsa
Despite this portrayal other informants presented a more complex 
relationship between Salsa and sexuality. For example, in the 
previous chapter several informants noted that they enjoyed dancing 
Salsa precisely because each dance was not loaded with sexual 
expectation and obligation, and this was contrasted with mainstream 
clubs. For example, Amy distinguished "English" and "Latin" clubs 
and dancers on this very basis when she described her clubbing 
experience. "If you go to an English club you'd stand there on your own 
all night until about quarter to two then somebody asks you to dance and 
expects you to go home zinth them... that's the attraction...zvhen you go to a 
Latin club the ...men...zinll dance".
This again reinforces the idea that in Salsa clubs dancing with a 
partner was not seen as a prelude to sex or a sexual advance but that 
the dance was an end in itself.
Although Salsa was described as 'sexy' the focus on complex, 
counter intuitive footwork, provided an opportunity for dancers to 
avoid prolonged intimacy by turning and spinning. Rather than 
repeat the established connection between the physicality of dancing 
and sexuality, the structured dance and convention of dancing two
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dances or so with each partner can diffuse these associations where 
necessary. Desmond (1997) makes a similar point referring to 
"middle class suburban Anglo" dancers who by dancing Latin 
American dances were able to experience "illicit sexuality in a safe 
socially protected and proscribed way". The partner swapping on the 
dance floor could therefore be entirely asexual, as it doesn't commit 
dancers to each other, and informants are keen to downplay any 
sexual motives of partner swapping and frequently express this with 
statements such as "it doesn't mean anything it's just a bit if  fun".
For Alex the expression of sexuality was an important but not all- 
consuming undercurrent; a light hearted game that allowed him to 
overcome the tensions of the dance floor that he recalled from 
mainstream clubs, which didn't feature couple dancing.
Unlike 20 years of probably going to soul dancing, looking at your feet 
and never having the guts to ask anyone to dance. There's much more a 
culture of dancing in partners ... there's a warmth about... there's also a 
sexual element as well there's a thought that yes I can ask a sexy girl to 
dance and have a nice time. But it kind of stops there really just as 
having fun having a flirt.
Dancing Salsa therefore could be presented as a way of becoming 
acquainted with many dance partners; the focus on the dance allows 
dancers to mix and reduce any feelings of pressure, tension and 
sexual expectation and tension associated with asking someone for a 
dance in "mainstream" clubs.
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Grinding to salsa
However the close physical contact between dancers however led 
some club visitors to assume that all dancers were promiscuous and 
would be willing and indiscriminate sexual partners.
Such different perceptions of the expression of sexuality through 
dancing could lead to misunderstandings on the dance floor. Some 
female informants complained that some male dancers assumed that 
they could fondle women they were dancing with, or that their 
unsolicited grinding^ would be welcomed. However this expectation 
was far from true, several female informants described their dislike 
of this and one used dramatic terms to describe that she felt violated 
by such behaviour.
"One thing I don't like...when directly without knounng you they 
start being sexual. I find that a bit of a rape, cos you're there open 
to those things, leave those guys on the dance floor... I'm not 
pleasant I'm as rude as they are". (Teresa)
Again the sexual taboo is apparent here, while dancers may indulge 
in sexually suggestive dances, there was resentment and even 
revulsion if this suggestiveness started to become real. For example, 
some women would express their horror when certain male dancers 
became more aroused than they had expected. One informant 
provided a graphic example of a dancer who was notorious among 
her friends because, "You'd be dancing with him and all of a sudden you 
notice he's got a 'hard on' and he's pushing it against you, its terrible" 
(Giovanna). Informants indicated that this situation was 
unacceptable because it was disrespectful to the female dancers but it 
also interferes with dancing Salsa in the agreed manner.
 ^G rinding, described in chapter 6, refers to an intim ate dance where essentia lly  dancers sim u ltan eou sly  rub the pubic area 
against their partner’s thigh.
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However not all dancers condemned this type of dance, as Glenda 
notes it is the appropriateness and permission for the intimacy rather 
than the actual actions that were at issue. "Some of them dance OK it's 
not all bump and grind I don't know, no it's not my cup of tea only if  its 
someone that I know really well". Interestingly Glenda starts by 
expressing her dislike of grinding or "bump and grind" but it 
appears that a dance partner performing unsolicited unilateral 
grinding is more likely to be the problem.
While some informants found grinding acceptable, other consumers 
who were mainly interested in dancing Salsa avoided this type of 
physical contact. These differences appear to reflect and refer to the 
social norms of other social fields, for example, "grinding" would be 
totally acceptable and perhaps expected in a club playing soca or 
calypso (Miller 1997) but outrageous in a formal ballroom dancing 
environment.
This expectation is at the heart of many of the divisions that are 
apparent in Salsa clubs. The Salsa audience are drawn from various 
cultural fields, including ballroom dancers and calypso dancers, 
which results in an inevitable clash over what is considered 
acceptable behaviour within Salsa as an emerging field. In a sense 
dancers are struggling to set out new rules and norms that govern 
what is deemed to be acceptable behaviour in Salsa clubs, but they 
do so by drawing on the social fields that they are familiar with and 
which privilege the norms that benefit them.
To sum up there are starkly different attitudes to the expression of 
sexuality in Salsa clubs. These different perspectives are important 
to the symbolic struggles over the dominant manner of consumption 
in Salsa clubs.
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In particular this draws on an established mind-body dichotomy, 
which Bourdieu (1979) connects to class-based aesthetics, between 
the more restrained cerebral appreciation and physical enjoyment. 
Salsa uncovers a problem with this simple dichotomy in that it 
allows for this cerebral knowledge to be expressed in a way that is 
interpreted as physicality. However if the class-based assumptions 
are set aside, the strongest dichotomy that emerges is between what 
are thought of as acceptable and unacceptable behaviours in this 
environment.
Music aficionados
The apparent connection between Salsa and sexuality is linked to a 
broader construction about the worthiness of dancers' motives. As 
was seen above "cruising" is portrayed in a negative light, while 
informants presented a love of music and dance as more virtuous 
motives for attending Salsa clubs. In this way those who attend clubs 
for an aesthetic experience are contrasted with those who pursued 
any practical outcomes such as socialising or keeping fit, which are 
presented as a little distasteful or sordid.
For example, Gerry suggests that he preferred Salsa clubs in the late 
80s when, as he puts it, "the emphasis was on enjoying the music there 
was no Salsa dance scene. The vast majority of the people who practised 
Salsa loved it for zvhat they coidd hear". He contrasted this with his 
disappointment that the scene had recently just become "a way to 
meet people, it's a way to keep fit". The implication is that meeting 
people and keeping fit are less worthy causes than the pursuit of 
music.
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Another DJ, Ara, had a similar concern saying that some dancers: "go 
to the clubs to meet people the scene is a singles' scene. That's the main 
thing as a DJ ...some people once they get into Salsa they don't go for the 
dancing they go to meet people." Soe both these Salsa DJs present love 
of music as a more noble motivation than socialising or keeping fit.
Occasionally informants referred to these connoisseurs with special 
terms such as salsero or even sonero. For example, one DJ defined 
the term salsero as a lifelong dedication and devotion to the music 
and dance. "For me a salsero would have a big collection of music and 
listen to the music the whole of his life". (Ara). This portion of the 
audience, often with an encyclopaedic knowledge of the music, 
might only dance to express their passion and knowledge of the 
music and would certainly never dance to music they considered 
inferior. Some informants suggested that they didn't feel compelled 
to dance when they heard salsa, but their main reason for going to 
the clubs was to listen to Salsa in company. With this in mind Ara 
described a way of consuming Salsa that he saw in Colombia, which 
allowed him to just sit and listen rather than dance.
In Colombia I went to a club that didn't have a dance floor, just for 
people who like salsa, for salseros, and you didn't have to dance. 
And I was happy there as well; even here when I go to places or a 
concert especially I don't have to dance to the music I'm happy 
listening to it. Unfortunately some of the DJs some are too new 
and they don't understand the concept they just want to be up 
there and playing the music, maybe for money.
Here the reference to Colombia adds more authority to his account 
because it alludes to an authentic way of consuming salsa. The idea 
here is that if Colombians can do this then it can be an acceptable 
practice. But aside from this he then crucially identifies what he 
describes as "newer DJs" who are motivated by a different and less 
worthy ulterior motive: vanity and financial reward. Even though
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this informant is a Salsa DJ, who makes his living from Salsa clubs, 
he aligns himself with a righteous cause; he at least is not doing this 
for the money. Instead he describes a more noble way of 
appreciating salsa, as an aesthetic experience, and then contrasts this 
with the scurrilous motives of his rivals who supposedly have a 
cruder appreciation of the 'concept'. By exposing their consumption 
as driven by the pursuit of money he suggests that their consumption 
was vulgar and distances them from aficionados (like himself) who 
love Salsa for its own sake.
Elizabeth also criticised individuals who were compelled to dance 
saying she was now striving to listen to the music instead. This was 
on the advice of her Colombian partner who asked her "why don't you 
just sit and listen to how beautiful this music is rather than getting up there 
and dancing all the time". This again repeats the mind-body dichotomy 
regarding the appreciation of music. In addition she also valued 
those whose first priority was the music but instead of contrasting 
this with a financial motive as Ara had done she contrasted it with 
'flirting'. For her real "salseros" were:
People who love the music and break down the rhythm and 
understand where it's from. Who really want to be able to interpret 
the music on the dance floor in a way that not only gives pleasure, 
but also shows understanding of the music. Not flirting or the 
transient stuff that's around that, the meeting people the flirting 
that's all part of it but its not necessarily what you understand 
when you understand the music". (Elizabeth).
Therefore the real salseros are not preoccupied with the petty details 
of socialising and flirting but are pursuing a project of 
understanding. Interestingly by referring to "understanding where 
it's from" she implies the idea seen in the last chapter about the 
superiority of authentic Salsa and also a recurring them about the 
application of specialist knowledge which in this case this refers to
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an understanding of the Latin American context of dancing salsa. So 
for Elizabeth dancing Salsa correctly, involved reproducing a 
supposedly Latin American way of consuming Salsa which included 
sitting around a table, chatting to friends, and dancing occasionally 
when a favourite song was played.
Both these informants present a consumption pattern that involves a 
greater intellectual or emotional rather than physical or financial 
investment. For these informants using Salsa to make money or for 
flirting was acceptable only if it was secondary to dedication and 
understanding of the music.
Despite the impatience that the Salsa music aficionados often 
expressed about dancers, dancers did not return this feeling. For 
example, Susana indicated that dancers tolerated non-dancing Salsa 
aficionados.
You've got people who go there just because they like the music, 
the atmosphere, they don't bother anyone, they are there by the bar, 
drinking or having something, talking to friends because they like 
the music
In any case dedicated dancers are presented as so one dimensional 
that they only tolerated non-dancers if they didn't interfere with the 
dance space needed for their displays.
Explorers
Dancers sometimes tolerated non-dancers as long as they did not 
behave like stereotypical drinkers or creeps and expressed their 
admiration and curiosity about becoming dancers. Dance teachers
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such as Susana especially welcomed these explorers and she referred 
to:
the group of people who have heard about Salsa and go to see xvhat 
its all about. They want to see people dance they are curious. They 
drink but they stop to zvatch they approach you they ask zohere can 
you go to dance or learn to dance
This indicates that the parameters for acceptable behaviour are also 
imposed on non-dancers. Beginner's contribution centred on the 
financial contributions to the economy of the Salsa clubs. They may 
drink and subsidise the bar and ask about lessons, but as was seen 
above they may not actually attempt to dance if this risks impeding 
the experienced dancers. But in addition the next generation of dance 
pupils for the many dance classes is drawn from these interested 
explorers.
Beginners
Some Salsa explorers will attempt to learn the dance and graduate 
from non-dancers to become beginners. But in order for club goers 
to participate in the dancing they need to carry out the agreed dance. 
As Hannah put it, when you go to a Salsa club there's an unwritten 
contract that you're going to dance salsa. The convention in 
contemporary Salsa clubs is for mixed sex couples to perform a 
specific dance with set footwork and turns, which are described in 
chapter 6. However dancing Salsa is counterintuitive and difficult for 
beginners, so even amongst those who attempted the dancing 
conventions, the expertise in dancing separated fluent dancers from 
novices whose consumption style was considered unacceptable.
213
Dedicated club goers distanced themselves from non-dancers and 
beginners and had a specific relationship with them. Jose felt Salsa 
clubs merely provided an environment where experienced dancers 
could receive the admiration of onlookers.
The Salsa people, xvho are the real salseros perhaps zuho get a real 
buzz, almost an orgasmic buzz by dancing. And if more people 
stopped dancing to look at them, so much the better.
So in general experienced dancers avoided beginners not just because 
they might be ignorant of the specifics of dancing Salsa but also 
because they could be unpleasant to dance with. Some dancers 
would assess their potential dancers before dancing with them by 
watching how they danced and how other dancers received them. 
For example, Teresa would judge potential dancers either on their 
past performance or how closely they matched her idea of what a 
dancer ought to look like, this helped her choose the best possible 
dancers and crucially avoid beginners.
I f I've seen them dance and I don't like the zvay they dance I say 
no, if I've never seen them before and they look like they are not 
dancers. I'm saying 'can you dance?' So if they say 'I'm trying, I 
am learning' something like that. I'm not a fairy godmother and I 
don't dance zoith beginners. I f you dance zuith a beginner you don't 
dance. It's sort of holding hands, and they squeeze your hands they 
turn you at the zvrong time...and normally I get injured by them, 
they get their nails stuck in your palm for example. They zvant to 
dislodge your arm by pulling in the zvrong zvay and some of them 
thinking that raunchy Salsa then they get very near, and too near, 
so near you can't dance.
This indicates several practical reasons why experienced dancers 
might avoid beginners; they may either restrict the opportunities to 
dance more elaborately, attempt a complicated move, which might 
risk pain or injury or may misjudge the acceptable norms for 
respecting the space of other dancers. But more importantly
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beginners can make their partners dance like beginners too, and in 
this way the stigma attached to them can be contagious. So dancers 
with limited social capital could lose this immediately by associating 
with beginners who have no cultural capital. Thus beginners can 
fulfil an important role as interested, partially trained (and hence 
appreciative) spectators who are in awe of experienced dancers and 
aspire to emulate their displays and pursue a programme of dance 
classes.
This also gives the that impression that Salsa clubs can appear to 
contain communities that are partially closed to outsiders in which 
dancing well provides the main key to entry and in which non­
dancers or beginners are tolerated or avoided altogether. For 
example, Cary observed that: "The people xvho are like teachers and 
dancers will only dance zvith people they think are on their lez)el...and its 
horrible because you see people going up and asking people to dance and 
they'll say no. "
Hence dancing Salsa bears the hallmarks of cultural capital in that it 
can be used to permit entry into a field with restricted membership. 
But as has been suggested above, some non-dancers can be 
paradoxically crucial to the clubs.
Rhythmic appreciation and cultural capital
Aside from being portrayed as bad dancers beginners were also 
portrayed as rhythmically naïve. For example, Carey indicated 
beginners couldn't dance well because they cannot perceive musical 
subtleties that are only available to experienced dancers.
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A i Bar Lorca it was mainly beginners in there. They weren't that 
expressive, like in Diamonds you can play songs that have a lot of 
breaks in and you can play Cuban that's a lot more powerful. You 
can't play that for beginners because they get lost, you have to play 
something constant mid tempo like something Colombian where 
you can hear a definite beat. I f  you play something Cuban you 
can't hear a definite rhythm so you can't really go to town you 
have to just play for them, Merengue I suppose.
In other words the suggestion is that the uneducated ear cannot even 
hear salsa, and therefore the uneducated body cannot hope dance 
properly to it. Thus a specific knowledge of the music is used to 
reinforce a barrier to entry that novices would find a challenge. The 
use of specialist knowledge of particular conventions of music 
appreciation and comprehension of particular musical qualities as a 
means for constructing barriers is illustrated most directly in 
informants' discussions of Merengue.
Merengue. Music and dance for beginners?
Merengue is part of the repertoire of music and dance of London's 
Salsa clubs. Merengue is a Caribbean music that tends to be 
associated with the Dominican Republic and has its own history and 
associations described by Austerlitz and Thompson (1996) in terms 
of its role in forming Dominican Identity. But in London's dance 
clubs Merengue has a specific role in relation with salsa.
Although the same partner hold and turns are used in both 
Merengue and Salsa, the footwork differs significantly. Merengue as 
it is danced in London can be learned quickly as it is considerably 
easier than London Salsa; it is based around a simple footwork that 
resembles walking, but includes locking the knee, which causes the 
hip to rock. The simplicity of the dance was highlighted by Ara who
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described the differences between the Salsa and merengue as follows: 
"It's a lot more a movement orientated dance, because in Salsa you've got 
your basic step but in Merengue you've only got the one two and you've got 
to do the rest yourself'.
There are more complicated variations of this footwork but 
essentially people can dance a basic Merengue after one lesson or 
even after basic instruction on the dance floor itself. However while 
many dancers enjoyed this simplified dance, Merengue was the 
subject of strong reactions, which support the idea, that dance can 
function as a form of cultural capital, entirely in keeping with 
Bourdieu's description.
Opinion was divided, but overall being able to dance Merengue was 
of comparatively little value as the dance and music were often 
portrayed as inferior to salsa, for example, the DJ Ara compared 
them as follows: "Salsa is the main rhythm and Merengue is a 
complimentary rhythm. Salsa is much richer for me than Merengue".
There were repeated references to the simplicity of Merengue as a 
negative quality in the music that made it inferior to salsa. For 
example, Jerry pointed to this perceived simplicity and as a reason to 
dislike Merengue, "it became as predictable in some ways as a lot of the 
music that I had been listening to already. So its three minutes long and 
they don't bother zuith solos and... there zuasn't enough to keep me 
interested, and I've never been crazy about that 2/4 beat irrespective ofzuhat 
music it's on".
Informants also tended to express similar ideas about Merengue as a 
dance, saying it was much easier than Salsa and had been relegated 
to a warm up routine to prepare dancers for Salsa for example.
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In some classes people still teach Merengue as a sort of a warm up 
or a preparation for the Salsa that's going to come. They put in a 
hit of Merengue because Merengue is very easy. Everyone can do it 
so it gives people confidence to keep dancing
Thus Merengue was described as inferior because it was seen as 
simple, and popular with beginners. It was common for informants 
to suggest that anybody could dance Merengue or at best that it 
required no instruction. The motives of the different DJs are also 
crucial here. DJs who wanted to keep the dance floor full would play 
music that was most easily understood and resembled music that a 
London audience was familiar with and could dance to more or less 
intuitively. This hints at a hierarchy of musical genres where simple 
and accessible music is associated with beginners. For example, 
Glenda who taught and occasionally DJ'd, described Merengue's 
appeal in these terms.
Merengue is very easy it's a crowd pleaser if you're playing it. ID ]  
sometimes, if  you're playing somewhere where you have a mixed 
crowd where some dance and some can't dance. Merengue: [is] 
easy [they] zuiggle their hips and that's it...it seems z^ery much like 
party music. [Its] Merengue, and nobody knozvs that you can't 
dance it as long you dance szvinging it doesn't matter. While if  its 
Salsa you need to knozu something to dance to it and you zvill 
stand out a lot more if  you can't dance it. (Glenda)
It follows that a dance that is so simple that no one would be able to 
distinguish between a competent dancer and a novice serves little 
purpose for those dancers who specifically want to mark this 
distinction. In addition Ara, added that as dancers become more 
knowledgeable they moved on from Merengue to more complex 
dances: "A  lot of people don't like Merengue they would like it in the 
beginning because its easier to dance to, but once they get into Salsa 
they find it boring or too simple." Other informants reiterated this
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point for example, Teresa described Merengue as a dance that was 
for beginners, therefore as she wasn't a beginner she would never 
dance to Merengue: "Merengue, I don't want to dance that because 
Tm not a beginner. When they play Merengue all the non-dancers 
come to the floor". This points to a further self imposed segregation 
in the clubs, which divides those who are prepared to dance to 
Merengue and those who refuse to.
Grinding and Merengue
Aside from these reasons some dancers also avoided Merengue 
because this dance presented a greater risk of being subjected to 
unsolicited grinding, Sarah for example, would leave the dance floor 
as soon as Merengue started playing,
I  tend to go "Oh God no its Merengue" and go to the nearest 
ladies. Also because, you've got Merengue, zuhich is zohere you 
dance very closely zvith someone, zvhich a lot of people zvouldfind 
very boring, zvhich is lovely. Then you've got the Nelson Batista 
Merengue where you do the lunge zvith the knee, lunge at the 
woman. And then you've got nozv zvhen Merengue comes on 
people are just doing everything. Its become very sexual contact 
zvhich I don't like I don't zvant any of that.
So because it was associated with grinding Merengue is implicated in 
the tensions over the physical expression of sexuality and the mind 
body split indicated above. Merengue could become more overtly 
sexual so dedicated dancers who sought Salsa clubs because they 
wanted perform a complicated and specialised dance were dismayed 
when Merengue was played because the dance floor became 
available for cruisers, beginners and drinkers.
more
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The Merengue counter attack
However the contrasting view was that Salsa dancers in their zeal to 
display their knowledge of showy Salsa tricks had overlooked the 
more subtle aspects of the dance available in Merengue. Some 
experienced dancers who danced Merengue, suggested that 
mediocre Salsa dancers actually disliked Merengue because they 
were unable to perceive the complexity available in that music and 
dance. This inverts the argument that beginners were unable to hear 
the rhythms in salsa.
An interesting alternative was that those who didn't like Merengue 
were in fact ignorant of the "real" Merengue music and what they 
didn't like was a simplified London version of Merengue. This also 
implies that specialist knowledge is required to appreciate the music 
and so those who dismiss this are merely revealing their ignorance. 
So some supporters of Merengue criticised the "commercialised" 
Merengue that was played in clubs but praised "folk" Merengue that 
often featured accordions and yodelling and would never be played 
in a Salsa club. This again suggests that there is a higher value given 
to the less readily available music.
Some informants also suggested that dancers require as much 
instruction to dance Merengue properly as they would Salsa, but that 
the subtleties of Merengue had been deliberately overlooked because 
they were harder to teach and that it had been grossly simplified in 
the UK to the extent that it was wrongly thought of as simple. One 
informant who danced both Salsa and Merengue suggested that 
prejudice was directed at Merengue because it presented fewer 
opportunities for virtuoso displays and does not draw a crowd of 
onlookers:
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I'm one of the few Salsa addicts who loves Merengue. I love 
Merengue, a lot of what are deemed to he true salseros do not like 
Merengue or they don't like dancing to it... I think its because they 
can't show off as much, and to me its stupid because all you have 
to do is improvise
It follows that improvisation is more difficult to teach than strict 
adherence to a rehearsed format and therefore dancing Merengue 
with this degree of subtlety cannot be controlled or policed by dance 
teachers. Thus it appears that the problem many advanced Salsa 
dancers have with Merengue is that it retains its connection with 
amateurs and intuition while Salsa has become increasingly 
professionalised and formal. Thus she managed to invert the 
prejudices by ridiculing those critics and suggesting that they are 
ignorant of the broader Latin American origins of the music saying:
I came across a web site that said something like the only people who 
dance Merengue are those who can't dance salsa. I would say a hell 
of a lot of people who dance Salsa can't dance Merengue, If you've 
been to the Dominican Republic, when they do Merengue its bloody 
wonderful.
The basic idea here is that these critics of Merengue have never heard 
"real Merengue" and so they ought not comment. This position 
undermines the Salsa elite by claiming access to the authentic style 
gained through travel to the Dominican Republic, which is associated 
with Merengue in much the same way as Cuba is associated with 
Son. So by referring to this specialist experience she can highlight 
the ignorance of those Salsa dancers who criticise Merengue because 
they perceive it as simple. Here is a version of the authenticity 
argument seen in the previous chapter, both recast the music in 
question so that they can play to dancers strengths. Those dancers 
who emphasise the local perception of Salsa and Merengue stress the
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local tastes on which it is judged. In contrast those with experience of 
Latin American Merengue emphasised the importance of this their 
construction of the correct interpretation of Salsa and Merengue,
Mind - body boundaries
The debate over Merengue reinforces the mind body dichotomy in 
the consumption of these forms of music that is touched on in the 
previous chapter. A prominent perception is that Salsa was superior 
because it could engage the mind and body whereas Merengue 
barely catered for the body and provided nothing for the mind.
So here, specialist knowledge is used as a boundary marker, and by 
using this specialist knowledge dancers display a more valuable 
consumption style. However the value attached to the different 
consumption styles specifically plays to the strengths of the 
competing consumers. As this thesis shows Latin American dancers 
insist on an interpretation of Salsa that emphasizes the knowledge 
they hold, whereas the local consumers emphasize a style of dance 
that allows flamboyant display of manoeuvres learnt in dance 
classes.
The point is not that people disagree about whether they like 
Merengue, but that this disagreement centred on the complexity of 
Merengue and the manner of its consumption. In this light the lowly 
status of Merengue, as it is danced in London, is linked to the limited 
opportunity it presents for the physical display of cultural capital, 
and it is in this way that the attitudes to Merengue illustrate the 
relevance of Bourdieu's model to Salsa clubs.
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Transformations
While informants used Merengue as part of their dismissal of 
beginners these labels were not fixed. In fact the potential for 
improvement in dancing is key to the clubs and closely connected to 
the demand for dance teachers. As beginners improve and become 
more skilled and flamboyant they can shake off the stigma associated 
with their former status and start to accumulate some social capital 
from all their cultural capital. Even though experienced dancers 
were impatient with beginners they also recognised that they could 
become transformed as they gathered experience and become 
incorporated into a social network of dancers. For Ara, a DJ, the 
development of taste was connected to the development of dancing 
skills. So he suggested that as dancers learnt to dance to more 
complicated music they would come to appreciate harder salsa. 
Therefore he proposes that through dance instruction the audience's 
taste would undergo a transformation that would change them as 
Salsa consumers.
Once their dancing improves their taste in music improves too 
usually they might get into harder stronger salsa...There's a trend 
in the beginning they will learn with slow steps and when they get 
the steps right they will react to faster salsa. But then they listen 
to melodic salsa...and some people are into romantic Salsa and for 
me that's not the main Salsa to go for...but as long as people start 
liking the music there's hope for them. But if  they just dance 
because they're meeting people it's not good, it's bad for the music 
scene.
Importantly this recognizes that not all dancers follow this particular 
trajectory, but although he allows dancers to appreciate romantic 
Salsa (that is not to his taste), he insists that a tasteful appreciation of 
music is crucial to the clubs and that a preoccupation with socializing 
is detrimental because it moved the focus away from the dancing and
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music which are portrayed as valid and more worthy aims in 
themselves.
Transitional dancers
In the light of the intolerance directed at beginners, it follows that 
when beginners do learn to dance they strive to be different from 
other novices and enthusiastically acquire and demonstrate special 
moves that mark this distinction. Intermediate dancers are 
preoccupied with these demonstrations and demand that their dance 
partners also display these moves. For example, Daria describes her 
experience of these dancers: "you get people...often newcomers ivho are 
quite snotty about "oh she can't do this, oh she can do this" Its quite petty 
really". This indicates a pressure to perform the dance moves 
publicly but Daria's comment about pettiness also suggests the 
division in the attitudes over this expectation.
The Salsa habit
Some Salsa consumers are very dedicated club goers, and the 
frequency of their club attendance is striking. Most informants noted 
that during at least one period during their dancing career that they 
had been going out dancing almost every night of the week. Leon for 
example, had attended a Salsa club continuously every night for four 
months before taking a single night off, at the time he gave the 
interview for this study he had cut down. "It used to be seven nights a 
week but noiv... its about two nights a week". With such a devotion to 
clubbing it is perhaps not surprising that informants often used 
language associated with drug addiction to describe their enthusiasm
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for Salsa clubs. The most relevant idea is that the compulsion to go 
clubbing was almost out of their control; informants felt they needed 
to be in a club every day, as Glenda describes:
I remember I was doing it seven days a week, I remember when I 
was comfortably within it, it was like a drug and it was just a buzz 
to reach that kind of high and be out there. And I was just 
knackered I'd come into work saying 'Oh I went out I went out 
dancing and went to bed at three O' clock'. I did become addicted 
actually because I had to be out there
Not only does this indicate the degree of her devotion to the clubs 
but also how difficult it is to simultaneously maintain this level of 
dedication and other commitments. Jose repeats a similar feeling of 
dependence on Salsa clubs to the extent that any forced absence had 
to be remedied at the earliest opportunity.
I was hooked for about a year or more and I went every day 
literally. I just couldn't miss it, I just couldn't. I remember going 
once to work in Qatar, in the gulf. I came back from the airport, I 
went home dropped everything and went to the club straight away,
I just had to do it.
The use of language normally associated with drug addiction, such 
as getting high and cutting down, dramatises the compulsion to 
attend Salsa clubs that informants reported. But the indication that 
very frequent attendance of Salsa clubs was absolutely necessary is 
more significant. The angst became so acute for some informants, 
that while they were in one club they were wondering if they might 
be having a better time in another club. Along with the compulsion 
to attend clubs informants described a need to visit the "important" 
or fashionable Salsa clubs as Glenda describes.
A die hard salsero goes out every weekend they've got to go out to a 
Salsa club and it can't be any club its got to be one of the main 
ones everybody knows...I suppose where all the salseros are is the
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place to be at. So Bar Salsa is one of them that used to be the place 
to be. Glenda.
This implies a hierarchy of Salsa clubs; from main clubs to lesser 
clubs. Jose suggested that Salsa clubs were often short lived perhaps 
because a pub or club might experiment by running a Salsa night 
mid week but would often not find it financially rewarding because 
dancers spent very little at the bar. Therefore there were a limited 
number of important clubs, which consistently attracted the 
dedicated dancers as Jose explained
Monday, is Bar Salsa, Tuesday is Bar Rumba, Wednesday is La Finca, 
Thursday is Loughborough Hotel, Friday and Saturday... used to be 
La Finca, Saturday is Salsa Palladium or Salsa Fusion, Sunday night 
Villa Stefano.
So groups of dancers felt compelled to go out dancing most nights of 
the week and frequent a small number of clubs. After attending the 
same network of clubs, so regularly, these club goers became 
incorporated into a small community of dancers. Other informants 
also referred to the importance that some dancers placed on 
clubbing, the angst they felt if they missed an evening's dancing, and 
their apparent permanent presence in the Salsa clubs.
You go to a club any night of the week and every single night they 
will be there. It's like they haven't got a job to go to. They'll be 
leaving at the end of the night, every night and I know people who 
have lost their jobs because of Salsa because they have to be there 
every single day otherwise they think they are missing something. 
It's like, that is their life. Because if you saw them out of Salsa 
women wouldn't bother xuith them at all because they are not 
stunners or whatever. And because they come to Salsa and they get 
a certain amount of attention because they can dance a certain xuay 
and they have a certain amount of ability that's where they feel like 
something. So that's where they feel like they have to be all the 
time. Out of that nobody bothers with them.
2 2 6
This implies that these club goers feel obliged to attend dance clubs 
because in these spaces their knowledge affords them a higher social 
value than they might achieve elsewhere. In this respect the dance 
functions as a form of cultural capital, which is valued in a specific 
social field (Bourdieu 1977). Carey also speculates that this may 
compensate for a low standing outside the clubs, but the most 
relevant point is that regardless of this they can feel valued in Salsa 
clubs. In other words, by displaying a form of cultural capital that is 
specific to this field, individuals can achieve a level of social capital 
that would be unavailable to them elsewhere. Again Carey who was 
impatient with Salsa clubs reiterates this idea in unsympathetic 
terms:
It's an ego thing. It makes them feel like something. The xvomen are 
just as pathetic because women dance xvitli men not because of any 
reason but because they think they're a great dancer. A t the end of 
the day if I think someone is an idiot I'm not going to dance with 
them. I don't care how well they dance. For men it's an ego thing 
because they've got that, they've got women chucking themselves 
at them all the time so they have to keep going back cause that's the 
only place they're going to get it is at Salsa.
As a result some informants felt that dancers sometimes placed too 
much emphasis on these forms of capital, which led them into one­
dimensional appraisals of each other that were entirely focused on 
the ability to dance over any other characteristics.
Dancing difference
The above classifications are based on the different values that are 
placed on ways of consuming salsa, a value that can also be 
transferred to individuals. It follows that individuals that display 
this valuable knowledge are themselves valued. In this light dancers
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can be seen to take Salsa classes to acquire specialist knowledge that 
will impress their peers and facilitate their entry into a restricted 
group.
But the many ways of dancing Salsa fall into several competing 
hierarchies of value, which confer different value on their 
performers. These are expressed when dancer's choose partners and 
in the spatial segregation that can be seen in the clubs.
The conflict over the appropriate ways of behaving, such as 
expressing sexuality, music appreciation, consumption of alcohol 
imply conflict over the value of these behaviours. There is an 
accompanying confusion over the nature of Salsa as a social field and 
whether these clubs should follow the norms of "mainstream" dance 
clubs, ballroom dancing events, or "authentic" Salsa clubs of 
Colombia or New York. Each of these social fields while broadly 
connected, places different value on different ways of behaving.
Cultural Capital, pass key knowledge
In this context Bourdieu's (1977) theoretical ideas about the use of 
different forms of non-economic capital can help provide an 
understanding of Salsa clubs. Chapter three presented the idea that 
specific knowledge (or Cultural Capital) may be needed for entry 
into certain restricted groups. Dancing Salsa fits this description, as 
the most valuable knowledge in the clubs is being able to dance Salsa 
according to the accepted conventions. Therefore club goers need to 
acquire dance knowledge (from dance classes), and demonstrate this 
on the dance floor in order to be accepted.
2 2 8
However the variety of competing dancing styles each of which 
suggesting a different underlying ideology, aspiration and value, 
presents a further complication. As the practitioners of these styles 
clash over the symbolic ownership of Salsa the Salsa clubs 
themselves can be seen as culture contact zones in which different 
aesthetics are used in rivals claims of the space.
While dancing Salsa can be portrayed as cultural capital, which 
allows entrance into closed groups, this thesis shows a divergence in 
these forms of cultural capital. These dance style may occur side by 
side in clubs, but they are not equally valued. The most valuable 
dances are those that acknowledge the aesthetic judgements of the 
dominant section of the audience. Therefore ballroom styles are 
dismissed with harsh and disproportionate criticism for example, 
Paulette's description of ballroom Salsa as "disgusting". This 
preserves the status of dance class style over competing versions of 
the dance with the result that the practitioners of that style remain 
dominant.
Thus the use of dance to categorise different types of Salsa consumer 
can be seen as a way in which dancers reinforce their authority by 
constructing Salsa clubs as a cultural field that benefits their own 
strengths. The following chapter shows how informants criticise 
competing styles while attempting to preserve their own authority, 
or in other words maintaining the field in which their forms of 
capital are most valued, their systems of valuation.
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Chapter 9
Strategies of value and distinction
The previous chapter showed how different ways of consuming 
salsa, especially dancing, could be the basis for group boundaries 
within clubs. These boundaries defined groups that individuals 
might feel affinity or antipathy towards. But this leaves further 
questions unresolved, in particular why relatively minor differences 
in physical movements to music become so significant that they 
divide the Salsa audience. To address this concern this chapter 
explores the characteristics of these styles of consumption, and how 
value is ascribed to them.
Thinking of the cultural value of dance and its role in a series of 
symbolic confrontations directly draws on Bourdieu's (1977) idea 
that cultural consumption is the site of competitive struggles 
expressed using non-economic forms of capital. That dancing can be 
thought of as a form of cultural capital was proposed most recently 
by Thornton's (1995) work, which draws on Bourdieu's (1977, 1984) 
ideas.
This chapter most directly addresses and responds to the work of 
both Pierre Bourdieu and Sarah Thornton. With these ideas in mind, 
the overall finding from the fieldwork is that the symbolic struggles 
between Salsa consumers have resulted in a change in club 
aesthetics, as each group strives to enforce a version of Salsa that 
benefits them.
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This chapter also argues that the symbolic struggles between Salsa 
consumers have changed the Habitus in Salsa clubs because 
competing groups attempt to enforce an aesthetic and consumption 
style that only they possess. This enforcement in turn affects the 
behaviours expected in that environment and ultimately the 
meanings associated with Salsa and its value as a resource in 
constructing boundaries and identity This has brought about 
schisms in the "salsa scene" as different groups of dancers pursue 
and attempt to maintain the environments in which their particular 
consumption styles (and by implication, they themselves) are most 
highly valued.
Cultural Capital
Bourdieu (1977) devised the concept of cultural capital to help 
explain privilege in society without directly mentioning monetary 
wealth or economic capital. But because he saw all non-economic 
capital as correlates of economic capital, cultural capital is often just 
used as a proxy for socio economic class. This study does not 
directly focus on socio economic class but still explores how parallels 
of cultural capital may function in other social fields that are not so 
closely tied to socio economic class. In this sense Thornton's (1995) 
term sub-cultural capital is a convenient synonym for what might be 
descriptively termed "field specific capital". This is because Bourdieu 
suggested that capital is tied to specific fields where specific 
knowledge is valued. He also adds that displays of this dominant 
cultural capital would be valued and respected throughout society 
and were transferable beyond their social field. Instead of focusing 
on the distinction between high and low brow capital, this chapter 
looks at the distinction between universally and locally valued
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capital and the struggle danœrs uiîdarg0  to  maximise the value of 
their capital within a spécifie held.
Doing it right
In this analytical chapter these points are elaborated by referring to 
informants accounts of the strategies used to maintain the value of 
their capital in a competitive environment Informants demonstrate 
various strategies to maximise the value of their consumption pattern 
and apply various aesthetics to undermine their rivals.
The first logical starting point is that those who are unable to dance 
Salsa are excluded from dancing salsa. While this is fairly obvious in 
itself what needs to be borne in mind is that some dancers are being 
benefited and others excluded. This specifically targets anyone who 
has the time money and disposition to attend Salsa classes, clubs or 
those who have learnt Salsa in Latin America. However there are also 
divisions among Salsa dancers. Within the next logical group are 
those who have attended lessons and learnt the basic style.
The main strategy informants' use is to insist that Salsa must be 
danced properly. There is little consensus about what this means, but 
the idea that Salsa can be danced wrongly or does benefits specific 
ways of dancing. Hence dancing Salsa can be used to display 
restricted or specialist knowledge and this allows access and 
acceptance to various closed groups. Even informants who argued 
that Salsa should be free from constraints insisted it must be danced 
without a template, so they reinforce this paradoxical constraint. Put 
simply. Salsa dancers expected their peers in the Salsa clubs to 
conform to these specific ways of dancing salsa. One informant
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articulated this as a clearly understood rule, "when you go to a Salsa 
club there's an unwritten contract that you are going to dance salsa" 
(Hannah). But not all dancers honoured this contract and many 
informants were concerned that some people who were dancing 
incorrectly (rather than badly) were infiltrating and "ruining" the 
clubs. It appears that they "ruin" the clubs because they disregard 
for the informal rules and challenged previously agreed notions of 
correctness, which suit the dominant aesthetic in the clubs. As a 
result there were now various challenges to any consensus about 
how to dance Salsa correctly or what t}^pes of innovation were 
allowed. The main disagreement was whether Salsa should faithfully 
emulate various national styles of Latin American salsa, adapt to 
local tastes or pursue the technical precision t}^pical of shows and 
professional dancers.
The divisions in how Salsa is perceived can be seen to emphasise 
various forms of capital, the display of specialised knowledge and 
aesthetic judgements that govern the style of dance benefit particular 
dancers. The various forms of dance can be defined by the specialist 
knowledge that they display which makes the dancers stand out 
from beginners or others who lack the capital that is valued in that 
field.
Aesthetics for the mind and body
Before describing the various competing consumption styles and 
their accompanying forms of capital, it is appropriate to revisit one of 
Bourdieu's key ideas on aesthetic judgements. Bourdieu 
distinguished between two contrasting aesthetics, which very loosely 
fit a mind body dichotomy. He labels the detachment with which he
233
saw in the way French middle classes appreciate what they consume, 
the Kantian aesthetic. This aesthetic places higher value on a 
consumption pattern that requires knowledge to unlock partially 
obscured meanings while suppressing the immediate physical 
enjoyment. This style of consumption required investment of time 
and effort and a detached appreciation of sub texts gained through 
training as opposed to the uncomplicated, Anti-Kantian aesthetic 
that champions unbridled and immediate physical enjoyment of the 
items' prominent features and requires no schooling. In many ways 
dancing Salsa bears features of both these types of aesthetic.
In order to dance Salsa as it is danced in London's clubs, dancers 
need to attend lessons to learn the local counter intuitive moves or 
learn from other dancers who attended these classes. The popularity 
of dance classes suggests that this is the accepted route to dancing 
salsa.
The aesthetic pursuit of 'going crazy'
Despite the importance of dance schooling and lessons, many groups 
of dancers greatly valued the spontaneous physical reaction to the 
music and resented the rehearsed dances that suppressed this 
reaction. Daria, for example, describes that she felt cheated after she 
discovered that a dance partner had been carefully arranging their 
dance:
[at] different parts of the music you'll be closer and then you come 
together and go apart and I remember feeling quite pissed off that 
somebody was choreographing that rather than being spontaneous. 
He said when the music goes slozver we'll do cha cha and then 
when it's slower xue'll do a Son. For me its very artificial...it took
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axvay some of the magic, like, premeditated. And there wasn't room 
for something else to he created.
Here not only are dance routines contrasted with spontaneous dance 
but it is suggested that they stifle and reduce creativity. Interestingly 
this rehearsal is also portrayed as reducing the authenticity of the 
dance, and so even though the dancer may perform a perfect dance it 
was this attention to detail that was used to undermine his dancing.
Some informants also described feeling that rehearsed routines were 
negative because they might stifle the enjoyment of the music, for 
example, Jerry described his experience of DJing to this type of 
audience: "to D] on that scene I find just soul destroying...if you put on a 
great tune you want to see a great reaction not just the same old steps that 
they've been taught ... two years before I mean who needs that shit." This 
implies that he valued the unbridled enjoyment of the spontaneous 
dancer rather than those who keep to a well-defined choreography. 
This is presented as inappropriate because it reflects a measured 
response rather than emotional reaction. Furthermore Jerry later 
added that this was the main reason for giving up his regular Salsa 
DJing.
Another DJ and dance teacher, Rufus articulates a specific objection 
to this type of dancing. He felt that any spontaneous dance, no 
matter how clumsy, was expressive and therefore, honest and 
commendable. In contrast he found rehearsed routines to be 
dishonest because they masked the actual spontaneous reactions of 
the dancer.
Both these informants support the idea that dancers ought to be 
drawn to the clubs by a love of the music. The implication is that a 
music lover would move naturally but that the dance classes taught a
235
dance that was contrived and stifled the natural reaction. This idea 
also covers a similar territory to Bourdieu's description of the 
Kantian and anti-Kantian aesthetic. But while informants alluded to 
this dichotomy, both these very different ways of dancing Salsa still 
occur side by side within the clubs. However opinions were divided 
as to which was preferable, some saw this restraint and detachment 
as offensive rather than virtuous:
Its much more comfortable to learn set routines and it seems to me 
that the best dancers at the moment are those that learn the set 
routines and shines, which really gets on my nerves because it's so 
contrived. But it's much easier to learn that than to move the 
dance up into your body it's scary... the most important thing is 
feeling at home with your body and not being ashamed of it and 
enjoying it. Which is alien to our culture
In particular Rufus, sees this type of dance as the embodiment of 
honesty, after describing what he considers to be an honest and 
superior way of dancing, he then uses the familiar argument that 
"our" culture lacks the physical expression of the other, in this case 
Latin American, culture. He ties this to a sense of injustice that the 
highly regarded dancers are those that perform rehearsed (and in his 
view dishonest) routines. This is because, as he points out, he feels 
that Salsa dancing ought to be spontaneous and express immediate 
physical enjoyment of the music's overt qualities, without mediation 
or deferred gratification.
This idea is developed, when he suggests that "our" expressive 
culture is less visually impressive, but can be virtuous in its honesty, 
and superior to rehearsed dances. This reverses the Kantian 
Aesthetic and suggests that Kantian and Anti-Kantian dance can 
coexist in Salsa clubs. For example, when discussing a small group 
who had attended a Salsa concern and started jumping around in a
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manner similar to the pogo dance associated with punk, he 
suggested:
'T think it's really inarticulate and a deficit in our culture that 
that's (pogo dancing^) the only way they have to express 
themselves...but I think that's a much more honest dance than to 
pretend and give yourself airs and graces and all this ballroom 
stuff. As a DJ I'd much prefer to play to a bunch of'pogoers' than 
to a bunch of 'ballroomers', because I can play much more 
expressive music and they going to have a good time to it. "
This again draws on the mind body dualism and in a sense here, 
dancing with the mind is presented as inferior to dancing with the 
body, which is described as more honest. Interestingly "ballroomer" 
is used as a term of abuse, but "pogoers" are cast as honest and true 
to themselves.
Elizabeth reinforces this contempt for dancers who are too detached 
from the dancing to react spontaneously to the music by drawing on 
a crude literal interpretation of the familiar Freudian term for 
repression.
'T think people lose sight of what it's about, the whole point is to 
have fun. You get these bloody anally retentive people who look like 
they're got a carrot up their arse the way they're dancing. They 
never smile they never look at their partner they're never having 
any fun. There are sometimes, when you're dancing with a partner 
who's a complete dead loss no personality and you're dancing and 
think God let this be over. But the majority of the time you should 
be having fun and if  not what's the point of being there.
Elizabeth's choice of metaphor shouldn't distract from the main 
argument, that she is undermining dancers who are not in tune with 
what she considers to be the essence of salsa, to let go and just have 
fun. But having fun is highly subjective and privileges those people 
who share the disposition that allows them to dance spontaneously
P ogo  d ancin g is a dance that is essentially  ju m ping up and down on the spot,
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in public without feeling awkward. It is notable that she sees ''having 
fun"  as an obligation and central to the experience, the "point of being 
there", and prefers to avoid people who do not have fun as she 
defines it. This excludes those dancers who are not comfortable with 
the club, or their bodies and as a result dance in a constricted way.
Practice makes perfect
Although the above informants applaud the immediate physical 
expression of the enjoyment of the music, the Salsa club scene is built 
around dance lessons where the students dutifully invest months if 
not years practising dance steps and detaching themselves from the 
physical enjoyment of dancing while they learn. Andy (who now 
dances with great skill) illustrates a common difficulty that dancers 
report when they learnt to dance; "trying to get the basic step was 
killing me it took three months just to get into it, it was driving me zvild".
Therefore dancing Salsa can display many of the hallmarks of what 
Bourdieu refers to as the Kantian aesthetic, such as deferred 
gratification and prolonged practice and patience to acquire a taste.
But at the same time other informants say they value the opposite 
characteristics for example, some experienced dancers may also come 
to value what resembles an anti-Kantian aesthetic once they have 
practiced and internalised the dance. Hence they overlook the effort 
they have invested in learning and absorbing the dance and talk 
about dance as an expression of their true nature. Because both 
extremes are present in informants accounts it is tempting to 
conclude that the Kantian /  anti-Kantian dichotomy is not relevant to 
salsa.
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But this mind body tension runs through the debates and 
competition over the correct way to dance Salsa in London. Therefore 
the Kantian; anti-Kantian dichotomy can be seen to be central to 
many of the main schisms that the Salsa audience refer to and these 
coincide with established dualisms such as mind - body, local - 
foreign, rehearsed - spontaneous, inauthentic - authentic. 
Furthermore informants refer to these qualities when they discuss 
the correct execution of the dance, which they use to classify the 
audience into legitimate and illegitimate audience members. 
Therefore the ability or decision to dance in a particular way that 
employs these different aesthetics is key to the image that dancers 
portray and crucially to how their peers classify them.
Enforcing the orthodoxy, suppressing revolution
Informants agreed that London s Salsa scene had grown out of Latin 
American and mainly Colombian social events and dances. As a 
result the initial template for dancing Salsa correctly in London was 
based on Colombians' style of dancing. As London's Salsa audience 
broadened other dances such as rock and roll and jive, were fused 
with this dance a tension emerged between those for who dancing 
Salsa was an ethnic or national identity project and those who were 
exploring other identities such as construing themselves as dancers 
who can perform in public where they might have previously feel 
too self conscious to do so.
For those that valued the Colombian style of dance, the correct way 
to dance Salsa was with subtlety and restraint. Not all Colombians 
dance the same way, and some informants claimed they could
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identify Colombians from urban, rural, coastal. Pacific or Caribbean 
regions because they danced Salsa differently. But in London's clubs 
the Colombian style was understood to be very fluid but sedate and 
with little elaboration. This will be called the Colombian Aesthetic as 
a convenient if flawed shorthand. For example, Mina referred to a 
club popular among Colombians called El Barco Latino held on a 
boat moored on the Thames, where the dancing was so compact that 
dancers would never bump into each other or tread on each others 
toes despite the tiny "packed" dance floor. This contrasted with the 
dance class style of dance as the DJ Ara described: "the way British 
people are taught to dance, which involves a lot of turns and fancy 
movements which requires room so you need a large dance floor. 
(Ara).
Jerry who also used to DJ in Salsa clubs attributed the differences in 
dance and consumption style to different social functions he thought 
Salsa served in Colombian or Latin clubs and the "mainstream" Salsa 
clubs.
there's also a difference in why people come to these places in the 
first place if you go and play for a Mambo Inn crowd or a Jazz club 
they come there to szueat their bollocks off. The Latin especially the 
Colombian scene is a much more genteel social scene. They don't 
want to szveat too much its not that they can't do it. That's not 
zvhat they came there to do they came in their Sunday best and 
they zvant to leave looking as good as they came in. You knozv a 
raver goes in there, tears off his shirt and says, "faster lets go". 
You knozu, that version of "cuero na mas" by Jose Mangual, very 
fast hard percussive thing ... that's the stuff they zuant in those 
clubs. They don't have to ziwrry about language and they start 
becoming tuned to tuned percussion ... You can't play that in 
most Latin clubs they don't zvanna do that they zvanna get up close 
to some babe and they don't zvanna be szveating.
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Looking Good
This also implies another dichotomy about "looking good". For 
Colombians this consisted of being well-groomed and appreciating 
subtle elements of the music that are restricted in their availability. 
These included lyrics, sub texts or intertextual references within 
songs, and knowing the subtle moves rooted in folklore, rather than 
the bold and extravagant display of dancing skills. But for the locals 
who do not possess this knowledge "looking good" refers to being 
tuned to the aspects of the experience that they do have access to; 
namely the local dances they are already familiar with, the overt 
rhythms and dance class style of dance. In the clubs environment it is 
easier and perhaps more fruitful for these dancers to learn to 
appreciate percussion, when they are already familiar with rhythm, 
than to learn Spanish, Latin American folklore and literature and 
culture where they will always be inferior to their Latin American 
contemporaries. Therefore a portion of the audience can become 
dedicated to an aesthetic, which is more likely to reward them.
In contrast for another section of the audience the subtle style 
represented the only correct way to dance salsa. Ara for example, 
described dancing Salsa in terms of reproducing the subtlety and 
restraint of Colombian salsa. This aesthetic was restrained and 
valued clever footwork, but the scope for improvisation and 
expression were within fixed parameters. Ara describes these limits 
in detail and indicates the ridicule levelled at those who breach these 
rules.
Salsa is quite flexible in many ways...but you have to have the 
basics ...the steps ...have to be small compact steps...The other 
thing is the shoulders...have to be straight not much movement 
and the movements are in the knees and the hips. Once you have
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zohat they xvere dancing befûre. Maybe they ufere Lambada 
students before and they think they can dû this and it looks cool 
and I can put my hand on my head and do this and all that it's not 
really Salsa. (Ara).
This sets out a specific template for dandng Salsa that rejects the 
more energetic dance class interpretations of salsa. The parameters 
seem clear: dancing should be "compact" and this informant 
caricatures the local dancers as Muppets, Other Latin American 
informants repeated this criticism. For example, at an open air Salsa 
festival, Pepe, from Ecuador, also complained about the local 
energetic interpretation of Salsa dancing; "Salsa is romantic subtle 
music, you can fall in love on the dance floor but these people are 
just jumping around like monkeys. Salsa has been exploited like 
Tango". This repeats the idea that the correct way to dance Salsa is 
with restraint, while suggesting that this rule is currently being 
abused.
Both these informants contrast the romance or subtlety of one form of 
dance and the ridiculous and even bestial qualities of the local 
interpretation of salsa. This links back to the Kantian -  Anti Kantian 
dualism and exaggerates the mind and body split.
Furthermore this position entirely undermines those dancers who 
have attended lessons and become very accomplished at dancing a 
complicated style with lots of embellishments. Instead of being 
valued, their flamboyant virtuosity could even be a source of 
ridicule. For example, Ara also mentioned that Colombians criticised 
dancers who were too elaborate.
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M y Colombian friends... when they see teachers dancing some of 
them say ...are you sure that person is a teacher' because for them 
it's a joke. Because sometimes I play a romantic Salsa and I'm  
dancing close with a nice lady and I get elbowed in the back and 
kneed in the back five or six times. And I turn around and it's a 
teacher who's doing the fastest turns possible to a romantic salsa, 
which you're not really supposed to do so much (Ara).
The idea that emerges is that Salsa ought to be danced as a subtle, 
compact dance and the disapproval felt by people who valued this 
aesthetic if this was breached. In other words although learning to 
dance an elaborate form of Salsa can be thought of as a form of 
cultural capital it is worthless in an environment such as "El Barco", 
where those dancers may even be described as Muppets, or
monkeys. Adriana repeats a similar observation but focuses on how 
the practicalities of different social activities are reflected in the 
dance:
I f  you go to a Colombian place, like Guayando or El Barco Latino, 
that doesn't happen because people dance normally. The people 
dance in another way, they go to enjoy themselves or to chat. When
you are chatting you can't be doing four turns, or doing those
cross body leads you just can't
Aside from the pace and elaboration of the dance the single-minded 
compulsion to dance was a factor separating local and Latin
American clubs which valued a more sedate dance in the context of 
meeting people. Ara, who preferred Colombian salsa, makes a 
similar point but from the contrasting perspective a counter parody 
that mainstream Salsa clubs now had a... gymnasium feeling... where 
people almost go in track suits to dance, dance the whole night away, you 
knozv dance, dance, dance, dance. You can't have a conversation zvithout it 
leading to the dance floor the lady expecting you to take them on the dance 
floor and tzvist and turn them up to the ceiling.
243
Ara^s Muppet show parody of dancers is amusing but it is his closing 
comment on Lambada that is most telling as it alludes to issues of 
infiltration, appropriation and the resultant change in aesthetics. The 
suggestion that Lambada dancers incorporate moves from that dance 
into Salsa implies that they change Salsa to suit their skill and 
knowledge. This allows the dance to move away from the fixed 
template. Elizabeth identifies a similar concern with the same 
example:
zohat is this fascination zvith dipping xvhemver did dipping Imvc 
anything to do zuith Salsa. No one dips in salsa, it comes front 
Lambada and unfortunately this cross over has infiltrated the 
techniques. I mean you don't dip zvomen in Salsa it's appalling.
Again the reference to infiltration suggests that not only has a new 
audience become attracted to the clubs but, that they have also 
brought a new way of dancing, this evokes an idea of a purity of 
dance being tainted by outside influence.
There was a feeling among some more experienced dancers that 
Salsa was becoming too popular and one of the consequences of this 
was that the newer audience was pushing Colombians and other 
Latin Americans out of the clubs. Certainly visiting the clubs backs 
up this impression, as the greatest contrast between my experience of 
Salsa clubs in the early nineties and fieldwork in the late nineties was 
the massive reduction in the numbers of Latin Americans in 
contemporary clubs. From memory, in the early nineties at least a 
quarter of the dancers in a club would be Latin American, but during 
the fieldwork for this study there were no Latin Americans in most of 
the clubs.
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Specialist knowledge
One of the main techniques informants used was to insist that some 
form of specialist knowledge was necessary in order to dance Salsa 
correctly. Here because this is valuable knowledge, which facilitates 
group membership, it functions as cultural capital. Although the 
specialist knowledge more usually consisted of counter-intuitive 
dance moves, other forms of knowledge were also used by some 
informants. For example, knowledge of language was also used as a 
barrier, which some dancers used to undermine their rivals.
Some informants stressed the importance of being able to understand 
Spanish and questioned how anyone without this could appreciate 
the music. For example, Adriana suggests that her Spanish language 
provided a greater dimension to her dancing, and she highlighted 
the lack of this knowledge in other dancers:
I'd love to know, how people who don't speak the language 
appreciate it, because for me it's so important. Wlwn I'm dancing 
to a song with someone I'm listening and I know they are talking 
about love, so I become involved zuith the song. So then I'll dance it 
ivith someone and if  I like the person as a friend, you understand, 
just to dance a bit romantic... because I become involved zuith 
zvhat the song is saying. So, I think zvhoever doesn't understand 
zuhat the song is saying finds it hard to understand it as I do, no 
matter hozu much they listen to the music. For me it's very 
important. That's zuhy I say that many English people, in this 
sense, only understand music and dance. But for me it's the lyrics 
and zuhat they are saying. It's not the same as someone zuho is 
dancing, singing and playing...for example, there's a song by 
Ruben Blades and some of the zuords are so meaningful so deep I 
zuill understand it in another zuay than someone zuho doesn't 
understand zuhat he's saying. And so other people and me zuill 
dance it zuith more intensity because of zuhat he's saying.
The insistence on this specialist knowledge differentiates the dancers,
as Adriana suggests the knowledge is reflected in her dancing.
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because she can become involved with the song and its lyrics. 
Furthermore, she questions the extent to which non-Spanish speakers 
can dance to songs that she feels they cannot fully appreciate. This 
also draws on a Kantian mind-body dualism, the "'English'' dancers 
that only "understand the music and dance", only have a physical 
appreciation of the music and so they are missing out on the 
mediated interpretation available to Spanish speaking dancers. In 
contrast she suggest that Spanish speakers dance better because they 
have access to another layer of coded information. In short these 
informants stress the value of speaking Spanish and almost insist 
that anyone who dances to Salsa without this knowledge is a second 
rate dancer.
Although this valuing of a knowledge of Spanish appears primarily 
to promote Latin Americans over the local dancers Rachel who is a 
multilingual translator emphasises the value of speaking Spanish 
without reference to Latin identity but uses this to highlight how 
other peoples dancing might be inappropriate.
It could be quite a sad sort of song or maybe quite sentimental, or a 
bit of a slushy, cheesy romantic Latin pop song that people are 
dancing to. But to me they are not perhaps dancing it in the right 
way... There is a song about a guy on death row. It is a very 
energetic sort of song but not one where you xvould be jumping up 
and down to. And it is talking about a guy on death row, the only 
person he sees every day is his mother, he can only face four 
corners, the sun and the moon. When I hear something like that 
and I think: 'People, this is about a guy on death row'; or maybe 
there is another song about somebody who has died, and people are 
really going crazy and spinning people, and I say: 'Hang on a 
minute. Okay you don't understand these lyrics, perhaps I had 
better tell you.'... Sometimes there is a more serious sombre side to 
Salsa songs as well... especially when I am dancing with a black 
guy, that song about slavery and the African slaves when they first 
went over to South America, and I know that sometimes they don't 
know what the lyrics are about. They are really going for it, and
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this song!! I am not going to say anything to them because they 
are enjoying themselves.
Once again this confirms informants' concern with dancing in an 
appropriate way. But this particular judgement about dancing 
correctly could place non-Spanish speakers at a disadvantage. Again 
she points out what she considers to be inappropriate exuberance to 
songs with a serious or sad lyric, for example, the comment about 
"really going for it" on a song about human rights abuses during 
transatlantic slavery. Not only does this presuppose that such a song 
should be danced a particular way, but that the correct way of 
dancing is communicated in the lyrics and that non-Spanish speakers 
will be excluded without this information. This overlooks other 
equally valid interpretations and highlights a presumption that 
dancing should suit the music in a particular prescribed way. But, as 
this study has argued, the many valid interpretations of a cultural 
product can occur at the level of a genre or individual musical text. 
The insistence that sad or romantic lyrics should be reflected at face 
value in the dance ignores many other possible interpretations or the 
devices that artists may employ. For example, the use of double 
meanings, irony, or setting up a tension within a song by contrasting 
a powerful lyric about human rights abuses with a lightweight pop 
melody. It seems in this context that dancers insistence on the value 
of lyrics mainly serves to distinguish them from non-Spanish 
speakers.
Rewriting the rules '
The above describes aesthetic judgements that promote one way of 
dancing Salsa that values physical subtlety and consciousness of 
lyrics over unmediated enjoyment and expression. Some informants
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have suggested that this form of dancing Salsa is most closely linked 
to the popular dance of mainland Latin America and Colombia in 
particular and the qualities that are valued by this aesthetic might 
leave non-Latin Americans at a disadvantage.
The barriers facing dancers from non-Latin American backgrounds 
can be substantial, for example, Anna questioned the depth of 
knowledge that an "English" dance teacher might be able to pass on, 
implying teachers need to be steeped in Latin American culture: 
"How can English people. . .really understand the rhythms, do they 
understand where it's come from, or are they just teaching something that's 
just a pastiche of the true thing?" This suggests that Latin Americans 
are better dancers because they know the culture, but this places 
dancers from other backgrounds at a disadvantage.
This was made more explicit by some Latin American Salsa teachers 
who claimed that they held the essence of Salsa by virtue of their 
ethnicity or nationality, which made them the best people to learn 
from (for example, figure 18 in chapter 10). The implication was that 
dancers from other backgrounds could not hope to rival Latin 
American teachers because dancing Salsa was tied to knowledge of 
Spanish and Latin American culture in the broadest sense.
Furthermore this dominant way of dancing at the time was also 
considered to be the best way to dance salsa. To continue Bourdieu's 
terminology the dominant aesthetics provided the best rate of 
conversion of cultural capital into social and symbolic capital.
But as a new local non-Latin American audience was attracted the 
clubs they were faced with a system of values that appeared to 
discriminate against them on ethnic and racial grounds. In response
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to this situation the new audience rejected the constraints set up by 
the Latin American aesthetic and embraced an aesthetic that valued 
elaborate and energetic dances. This dance no longer sought to evoke 
Latin America but to facilitate the practicalities of meeting people in 
London. This alternative authority was available in dance class salsa, 
which removed the privilege from Latin Americans and gave it to 
dance classes and dance teachers.
Informants used various strategies to overcome the above 
constraints, by undermining or avoiding reference to Latin American 
authority while reinforcing their claims on the dance. Four main 
strategies were used to shift the authority, which are described in the 
following section.
□ Ridiculing the existing dominant group
□ Challenging the basis of their authority
□ Undermining and replacing any specialist knowledge
□ Establishing a new locally beneficial aesthetic
Ridiculing the orthodoxy
The strongest challenge to authority appeared to be directed against 
the Colombian style of dance, and music. This backlash did not 
distinguish between competent and incompetent dancers, but avoids 
any reference to continuity of tradition. Instead this position directly 
favours the exuberant local dance over the Latin American derived 
"compact" dance.
In particular the quality that was most berated was the perceived 
simplicity of Colombian music and dance. Some informants had
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become so used to labelling bad music and dance as Colombian that 
the term "Colombian" was sometimes even used as a disparaging 
term for example, one informant described a Cuban band he didn't 
like as "so bad I think of them as Colombian". Although Colombians 
were credited with bringing Salsa clubs to London the Colombian 
compact dances were no longer valuable. Jose reflects this when he 
suggests that: "the Colombians, the majority of them are terrible, I don't 
rate them very ivell." In the light of these judgements, to avoid being 
thought of as bad dancers, those who performed the compact dance 
also felt a pressure to conform to the demands for more movement 
when they danced with particular dance partners. As another 
informant noted: "when you dance zuith an English person or at least 
someone zuho has learnt in this country you need to do a lot more movement 
and turns otherzuise they zuill think you can't dance." (Ara) The 
impression that comes across is that the Colombian or compact dance 
has lost its status as the model of correct dancing.
Contested authenticity
Informants referred to various notions of authenticity when talking 
about Salsa and tlris was contrasted with either insincere or 
adulterated salsa. The terms used to define this were often very 
telling. For some informants authenticity was sometimes just a 
synonym for generic foreignness. For example, Amy said she "alzuays 
used to think that La Finca zuas more authentic because they serve Tapas 
and the people behind the bar zuere sort of Latin or Spanish they're not "cor 
blimey John". There is a vagueness about "sort of Latin", which 
conflates various arguably different groups into one, but the most 
important side of this is that it contrasts with what she considers to 
be indisputably inauthentic; "cor blimey Jolin", so equating a
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caricature of the local with the inauthentic. In many ways this simple 
statement referring to nationality and etlmicity together with 
authenticity sets the background for the symbolic struggles over 
salsa. The tension focuses on whether Salsa should be authentic and 
whether authenticity is defined in terms of conformity to a Latin 
American format or some other criteria.
Other informants reconsidered this definition of authenticity: for 
example, Leon was affronted that others suggested his non-Cuban 
dancing was inauthentic:
[they said] I don't dance authentic salsa? Now zuhat the hell is
authentic salsa? Authentic salsa, is that the Cuban style? Maybe?
I luouldn't say it zuas authentic, but I zuould say it's the origins, it
started off in Cuba, but you dance Salsa hozu you zuant".
Here he separates the original from the authentic, underrnining the 
value of the former and portraying the history as less relevant than 
the freedom to interpret salsa. This provides an entirely different 
approach to authenticity that specifically downgrades the authority 
of the connection with Salsa from an established location for 
example, Cuba. By questioning the nature of authenticity and 
suggesting that any dance may be thought of as authentic he allows 
local Salsa to be authentic. Therefore the focus of authenticity moves 
from away from the distant production of Salsa and construction of 
ethnic identity, to its local consumption and performance. The 
separation of Salsa from the reproduction of the Cuban form of the 
dance, implies a  braak with Flores' (1997) literal interpretation of 
"branching out" #s ethnic or national consciousness ^  a  connection 
between Salsa and its consumers.
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Carey echoes this idea that Salsa should be freed from the constraints 
imposed by Latin American derived authenticity, which she 
represents as a barrier to self-expression and therefore insincere and 
ironically inauthentic.
it's wrong for people to say that you can't he expressive in 
yourself that you have to copy it hozu the Cubans do it and that's 
the only zuay you're allozued to do cause that's zuhere it's from. 
That's hozu they zuould prefer it to be but the zuorld's not like that. 
Everyone zuants to put their ozun little bit in it so it's gonna 
become something else. A t the same time you can't tell people hozu 
to interpret something
Together these statements about authenticity indicate that Salsa is 
being effectively de-ethnicised (Hosokawa 1999) because they allow 
an alternative definition of authentic dance that does not refer to 
Latin America.
Alex made the same matter of fact observation about his dance 
teachers who provided the cultural context of the dance; "In a couple 
of Mambo lessons the teacher explained some of the cultural 
background and the different singing approaches. Kind of interesting 
but not interesting to me." It is notable that Alex refers to this 
without necessarily challenging the authority of this cultural 
background but that it was simply of no interest and therefore 
irrelevant to the issue at hand, which was learning dance moves to be 
performed in the here and now.
Replacing specialist knowledge
As well as removing the references to Latin America, a further shift 
of authority and de-ethicisation was removing the need to speak 
Spanish, which had previously played to the strengths of Latin
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Americans. Informants who were unaware of the lyrical content 
could choose to overlook any partially hidden message and just 
dance to the music. Andy argued that the music communicated so 
well that lyrics were redundant:
I don't understand all of the Spanish lyrics, but it's the passion 
and emotion that comes over to me more. I tend very rarely to 
listen to the words, I listen to the music and the beat that's behind 
it.... I've heard some of the lyrics in some songs and they're 
absolute crap, but the music is absolutely wicked.
Andy eventually overrides the value of understanding lyrics because 
to him they were either irrelevant or inane; this suggests that if most 
of the audience do not understand the lyrics they needn't b e 
disadvantaged by their lack of knowledge because this knowledge 
can be deemed unimportant. They can neutralise the value of this 
type of cultural capital (that they don't possess) by overlooking its 
importance. This strategy argues that it doesn't matter if individuals 
do not understand the lyric because they are either nonsense or the 
message is carried in the music rather than the lyrics. This then 
allows this informant to focus on the cultural capital he does possess, 
his sophisticated knowledge of rhythm and being able to dance in a 
complicated manner.
So among these informants the local meaning as interpreted by the 
consumer is more important. Furthermore it opens the access to the 
music to a broader group, as it becomes possible to be an expert in 
the dance without Understanding the lyric or the significance of the 
music to a distant culture.
Another DJ, Rufus addresses this point more directly:
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Anyone that knows about what's happening in London Salsa in 
the UK at the moment acknozvledges that it's a dance thing and 
very fezv people give a damn about the music as long as there's 
something to they can do their steps to. They don't speak Spanish 
they don't zuant learn Spanish and tlzey're not really in tune to 
zuhat's happening in the culture.
So if enough dancers lack the agreed cultural capital to decipher a 
hidden meaning, then that meaning may be overlooked and 
consequently the value of that cultural capital can be devalued. So 
cultural capital is valued only if it benefits the dominant sector of the 
audience. This both compliments and confronts Bourdieu's ideas on 
cultural capital. Certain cultural activities demonstrate cultural 
capital because they are associated with the dominant section of 
society. But if they become associated with another section they may 
lose that value. Furthermore if the dominant sector of society 
appropriates a cultural activity formerly associated with a non­
dominant group then the acceptable manner of the consumption can 
be altered to benefit the newly dominant group.
Alternative specialist knowledge
There was a concern that Salsa had become too popular and some 
informants hankered after the exclusivity they had known before 
Salsa had become identified wdth the mainstream. For example Carey 
reflected this concern flrat the focus had moved away from the 
music:
"J imuld rather it he like a really small, lozu key thing like it zuas 
before and least you knozu everybody there are people there because 
the appreciate the music and appreciate zuhatever. Nozu it's just 
millions of people time but they're all idiots they just haven't got a 
clue. Tm not the most knowledgeable person but I just think that 
everyone 's attitudes are just all wrong.
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Having undermined the specialist knowledge that had been required 
to dance salsa, informants now looked for a de-ethnicised alternative 
specialist knowledge that could still distinguish them from the 
mainstream. One strategy that informants used to avoid the 
mainstream while benefiting from their accumulated knowledge was 
to learn a related but different dance, which provided continuity 
with Salsa but difference from the mainstream.
The main alternative was New York style Salsa also known as On 2 
or Mambo. This was described the inheritor of Mambo. One teacher 
promoted it as a way to dance like Puerto Ricans without sweating, 
which was accomplished by "breaking" on a different beat and 
performing footwork flourishes, called shines. On 2 was considered 
difficult even for advanced basic Salsa dancers. Although dances 
were organised exclusively for dancing On 2 many dancers reverted 
to basic Salsa in the post lesson club but still people learned shines 
and "styling" associated with the New York style.
As a result basic compact Salsa dance was considered common 
knowledge, and as dancers aimed to distance themselves from the 
compact style, the overall standard of dancing was thought to be 
increasing and the dance was becoming increasingly complex. As 
evidence of this Teresa noted that single turns were no longer 
valuable and were now mainly used to introduce more complex 
manoeuvres. She concluded that although she could dance well that 
it was now "time to take some more lessons" to keep up with the more 
complicated standard of dancing.
This evokes McCracken's (1995) suggestion that faWiion is Bpmod by 
the desires of subordinates to imitate and appropriate the fashions of 
an elite and the elite to differentiate themselves from their imitators.
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In this instance basic Salsa was the epitome of the mainstream. 
Dancing in a complex way provided symbolic distance between them 
and that mainstream. These dancers were keen to distance 
themselves both from the Latin American or Colombian dancers and 
the mainstream dancers who had attended some dance lessons.
This dance created distance from basic dance class style and the 
Colombian style, and so it provided exclusivity while relocating 
authentic Salsa in North America rather than Latin America, and 
therefore more familiar rather than exotic, as Leon notes:
I prefer the style that I do. It is because it is the American style, 
and anything over in this country that is American is good. M y 
personal style: I can dance with an American, I can dance with 
people from New York, LA. It doesn't matter to me, but my style is 
still different to theirs because in London we generally have got a 
lot of moves and everywhere you go everyone is just doing as many 
moves as they can in one dance, so that is the English style - lots of 
moves.
The portrayal of Salsa as North American removes the need to 
pursue Latin American authenticity or the Latin American aesthetic 
described above. This eases the access for dancers from other 
backgrounds and promotes aesthetics that had been previously 
ridiculed by Latin American dancers. There was little doubt among 
Latin American informants that this was not a Latin American dance, 
for example, Adriana, describing some of the affected mannerisms of 
the On 2 dancers remarked: "you'd never catch a Latin woman doing 
those moves". Therefore the "local" conventions allowing 
participation in the "local" scene are reinforced and the dominant 
aesthetic shifted towards demonstrating a repertoire of complex local 
dance moves rather than resonating with the ethnic associations. 
Among the other North American styles danced by a smaller 
minority of dancers were the Miami and Los Angeles styles. For
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example Mario danced and taught the LA style that he saw as 
perfect:
"1 see the LA style being more technical and perfect than the old 
Cuban style, whereas Cuban style is more fun  and you know more 
let go of yourself, but the LA style is like you know, you zuant to 
take it seriously you do it this zuay. It's very technical".
By stressing technical perfection Mario uses the authority of Cuban 
style, but manages to dismiss the Cuban style as a fun style and not 
what the serious dancer should be dancing. This suggests that the de- 
ethnicisation of Salsa is almost complete in London.
Ironically while the mind body argument had been used to 
undermine Colombian Salsa the New York and LA style exhibited 
exactly these qualities, detached appreciation of the subtle elements 
of the dance and suppression of the immediate pleasure.
Expressive dancing
However although the Colombian authority had been effectively 
overruled in London's clubs the authority of Cuban dance had 
become revived and was the main challenge to the New York style of 
dance.
Contemporary Cuban Timba was described as the heir to the Afro- 
Cuban tradition and contrasted with the staid structured 
"straightjacket" dance template of Salsa classes. This again applies 
the same mind-body argument to challenge the New York and 
Colombian styles. So informants drew authority from the Cuban 
authenticity argument and caricatured the rehearsed New York style. 
One teacher asked his students to "'wine' and grind their hips" to feel
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the music rather than follow a regimented choreography. Another 
informant noted, "you know a Timba is playing because you can't dance 
to it with your old basic Salsa steps". Here a whole new dance 
vocabulary was needed in order to dance Timba, which in turn 
required immersion in contemporary Cuban dance or dance classes.
Other forms of capital
The above focussed on various interpretations of cultural capital, in 
particular dance as a form of cultural capital because specialist 
knowledge and schooling are necessary for participation in London's 
Salsa clubs.
This form of capital is closely tied to a social field, and requires the 
field to be maintained if the capital is to be valued. Furthermore this 
form of cultural capital is only valuable in a restricted range of fields. 
In a slightly different field for example, a jive or Te roc' club being 
able to dance Salsa would not be as valuable. But certain forms of 
capital are more widely valued; Bourdieu's main theme is that 
economic capital is super-ordinate and all other forms are correlated 
with it. Key to this is the idea that various forms of capital can be 
translated into social benefit. In this context the social benefit 
equates with Bourdieu's concept of social capital.
Sexual Capital
Not all forms of capital are related to knowledge of the dance. The 
value of dancers sexual attractiveness confounds the simplicity of the 
cultural capital model. Some club goers would pursue individuals
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they found sexually attractive without considering their ability to 
dance. The number of individuals who wanted to dance with them 
provided an indication of their value. As Carey describes: "If you're 
a stunner you'll be busy all night regardless of whether you can do 
two steps". Thus this presents a less field specific form of capital that 
can override the cultural capital that is based only on dance. It 
further implies that the pursuit of dance as a form of cultural capital 
might be more important as a means of achieving social capital than 
it is for "stunners".
Some experienced dancers who had invested time, effort and money 
in learning to dance resented that dancers could be judged solely on 
this level rather than their dancing, in other words in terms of their 
sexual rather than cultural capital. This implies that they are trying 
to preserve the value of the social field that benefit their form of 
capital. This is illustrated in the following three excerpts from female 
informants:
There can he a woman who comes into it who's a complete crap 
dancer but she'll have on a lovely spangly dress or everyone thinks 
she's really stunning so she'll be busy all night, whkh pisses me 
off. I f  you are sitting there and you're not getting a dance all night 
and this woman hasn't got a clue. That happens a h t  just because 
somebody is good baking people wanna know, whidt to me is 
pathetic. (Carey)
Another dancer Glenda reported a similar experience:
"I see it in front o f my face guys will only dmwe with a p r l  i f  it 
makes them look good, I  know when I ask^d certain guys to dome 
and titey said no and then they go off dance with mrnêmr wmnm  
it's always because I don't f i t  their critem  o f k m  dmwer é m d d  
look like and to be danang with them,
Elizabeth also described a comparable experience:
259
"it's as superficial as anything, ... As a zuoman you're only as 
good as you dance hut actually you're only as good as you look. It 
seems that anyone zvho's crap at dancing as long as they zvear a 
top that's up to here and has got big tits, they get asked to dance so 
anyone zvho's really good has to go to specific places".
This raises two issues; firstly people who are thought of as physically 
attractive and dress in a particular way will be more sought after and 
therefore dance more than their less attractive peers. On its own this 
is predictable but what is more relevant to this analysis is that these 
informants challenge this and expect that dancers ought to be judged 
primarily on their dancing attractiveness. Elizabeth's second point 
indicates that good dancers, who don't dress that way, need to go to 
special places where their cultural capital is more valuable than their 
physical or sexual capital. The implication is that those who are who 
are rich in sexual capital don't need cultural capital, as they are 
already valued. But Leon proposed a mechanism by which the 
holders of physical or sexual capital would gain of cultural capital, 
because physically attractive dancers would constantly be 
approached for dances, eventually becoming the best dancers.
In contrast Teresa provided a stark summary of what she thought the 
criteria dancers used when selecting a dance partner: "if you're not 
sexually available they don't ask you to dance". But Alex provides a 
more complex analysis.
"Sometimes ...szimtltes of probably completely fantastic dancers 
are completely ruled out ... possibly because ...they don't fit  into 
some imprint that I have of someone zvho's very attractive. I 
sometimes rule out people zvho clearly have no idea at all because 
life's too short sometimes. Other times if  they are a friend or I've 
met them through a class then of course 'cos loads of people have 
asked me along, and in fact I spend a lot of my time helping people 
along a little bit But other times I think I'm gonna dance zvith 
this girl she's pretty and she seems like a good dancer. And then 
again I probably rule out really fantastic dancers. I'd be less likely 
to ask someone zvho seems too good. "
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Alex implies that although the sexual attractiveness of potential 
partners is a factor in deciding which partner to dance with, this can 
be tempered by an assessment of their ability to dance. However 
their knowledge of the dance can be overlooked if he has met them 
through a dance class, in this sense the social capital gained by 
attending dance classes can be more practically useful than the 
cultural capital contained in the lessons. Alex also presents a further 
idea, he assesses himself and then chooses dance partners that he 
judges are within his reach. This implies a basis for stratification 
within the clubs where dancers know their place and do not stray too 
far from this.
I think people try to match themselves up with someone who's 
their own ability so if  someone sees you dance and they think 
you're quite crap they won't ask you. I f  they think that you're 
quite crap, but they know that they're quite crap as well then 
they'll ask you to dance. I f  they think that you dance too good for 
them then they won't bother.
In other words dancers evaluate of their own capital and seek 
partners with an approximately equivalent value.
Ethnic Capital
Dancers' ethnicity could also be valuable within the clubs. This was 
based on the assumptions that people of a particular elhnicity would 
dance in a particular way. For example, the previous chapter 
suggested that the "English" were considered to b e  a t a 
disadvantage, and this chapter suggests that some Latin Americans 
might also be avoided.
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Hosokawa (1999) suggested that in Japan Salsa had been de- 
ethnicised, that is the former ethnic associations had become 
irrelevant. Here informants imply that de-ethnicised Salsa opens up 
access for dancers of all backgrounds but some ethnic associations 
still remain.
Several informants were impressed by the dancing of people they 
described as "black" or African Caribbean dancers. Giovanna for 
example, used one dancer's ethnicity to explain why she thought he 
was a good dancer: "He's a good dancer because he's black". Jose shared 
this perception: "now there are so many good dancers around, the majority 
of them are black, which says that they have a real taste for it and they are 
quite beautiful to watch anyzvay" .The fact that dancing is being linked 
to ethnicity implies that ethnicity can be valuable. Some dancers 
found this intimidating, for example, Joanna described why she 
avoided a club with a large black clientele:
it zvas very intimidating and very "cliquey" and very black, and 
they just told me not to bother... Black zvomen can be very 
intimidating against a zvhite zvoman that can dance... zohen I first 
started dancing there zuere probably three or four black girls on the 
scene, and all the rest zuere zuhite, zuith black guys.
The important point here is the perception that being 'black' is 
considered to be valuable in a Salsa club, because of the expectation 
that black people are better dancers. The validity of this assumption 
is irrelevant, what is important is that black people themselves were 
valued in this social field because of this assumption. Therefore this 
constitutes a form of embodied capital that can be thought of as 
ethnic capital.
This provides some insight into informants' suggestion that Salsa 
had become popular among a black British audience. But instead of
262
explaining the popularity of Salsa among "Black" people using 
common ancestry with Salsa countries as seen in Chapter 7 this 
implies that the appeal of Salsa clubs for this audience might be 
because they are well received and valued in spaces dedicated to 
dance.
Therefore the pattern that emerges from these last three chapters is 
that dancers' relationship with Salsa is used as means of 
constructing authority through the use of various forms of capital.
In Chapter 7, showed informants constructing similarity between 
themselves and what they perceived to be the greatest source of 
authority in Salsa clubs. Chapter 8 highlighted how the practice of 
Salsa was used to separate authoritative and less authoritative 
displays and forms of consumption. This chapter has shown how 
dancers strive to maximise the value of the capital that they already 
possess and to maintain Salsa clubs as a field in which their own 
capital is most valuable. The next chapter uses images and texts 
that are derived from London's Salsa clubs and classes to illustrate 
these points before the final concluding chapter.
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Chapter 10
Authority in the images used to promote Salsa clubs
At this stage of the thesis the experience of attending salsa clubs has 
been described from various perspectives. The different 
interpretations and meanings that dancers read into salsa are central 
to understanding how they may use it in relation to their identity 
construction. However, perhaps the most important factor is not how 
the practice of salsa is interpreted but that these interpretations are 
varied and that different groups of consumers strive to enforce a 
construction of salsa that reinforces their own authority. Therefore 
informants not only tease out the characteristics they felt they shared 
with salsa but those which justified their connection in light of 
competing claims on the music and dance. The previous three 
chapters examined these various interpretations and uses of salsa by 
drawing on informants' accounts; in contrast this chapter examines 
those locally generated meanings through the textual materials that 
are generated by the London salsa scene itself.
Most of the 155 different flyers for clubs and dance classes in the 
Greater London area, that were analysed, were collected between 
1997 and 2001 from clubs, specialist record shops such as Mr Bongo's 
in Soho, or were donated by informants after interviews. In 
particular club flyers are used here to illustrate the main themes that 
have emerged from the interviews and ethnographic observations. 
The flyers differ from the other data sources used in the previous 
chapters because they reflect the public impression that club 
promoters wish to create about their clubs.
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Images of dancing
Saturdays
'.‘N
The most common image in the 
flyers was a photograph, cartoon or 
stylised drawing of a couple 
dancing. One club hosted different 
dances each night with different 
flyers for each dance in which salsa 
was represented by an exaggerated 
dip, the woman bending backwards 
with the man supporting her weight 
with a hand on her lower back, nine 
other flyers showed this dip 
position to represent salsa. This is 
interesting because a number of 
informants objected to dips claiming they were not part of genuine 
salsa because they had been incorporated from other dances. But the 
frequency with which these images are used in salsa flyers indicates 
that dips are not only acceptable in London salsa, but now serve as a 
shorthand or icon of the dance self.
S a C s a  L F e v e r
Figure 7 nobody dips in salsa?
A further nine flyers showed women dancing alone or playing an 
instrument. These often looked dated and were sometimes copied 
from old album covers, e.g. Sol Y Sombra's flyers with pictures from 
the 1950s or 1960s of singers such as Celia Cruz or La Lupe.
Factual information in flyers
The flyers range in appearance from monochrome photocopies on A5 
sheets of coloured paper to glossy colour flyers on card of the graphic 
quality similar to national magazines. At the most basic level they
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describe club details such as the air conditioning, prices, addresses, 
opening times, phone numbers, email addresses and sometimes club 
websites. Many flyers address issues that some informants have 
raised in interviews, "affordable bar prices", for example tackles a 
complaint that drinks can be expensive at clubs, "air conditioning" 
that some venues e.g. Villa Stefano's felt like saunas. The flyers also 
provide details of the dance classes that may occur and a few stress 
that there is no need to book, and that no special shoes are needed.
Salsa University at Tummiils
l ^ v o r v  T u C K U l a W  P hone 020 8444 3723 '  ' '
■ illS ra iiW iy  www.streetbeatco.ult
C la s s e s  from  6.30pm  - €6 Seven classes in separate rooms 
, c lu b  8.30-12am  Adm , £3  Geg, Imp. Intermediate^, Colombian,
TV 4 Tummiils 63 Cterkenwell Rd Mew York on 2, Footwork & Styling 
•j \  London £C1 Farringdon tube Contemporary London
Figure 8. Dancing at Turnmills
Although flyers advertise dance clubs only one used a photograph to 
depict the dancing in a club. Aside from this factual information 
telling potential club goers the location and physical qualities of the 
club, the flyers also indicate how the practice of dancing salsa is 
interpreted.
In particular the text and images on these flyers can illustrate the 
following themes that emerged in the preceding chapters:
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• The extent to which clubs are open to outsiders or non­
dancers.
• The construction of similarity between dancers and salsa as a 
technique to allow greater access to existing sources of 
authority.
• The use of different consumption styles as a way of 
categorising the audience according to their relative value in 
the clubs.
• The use of specific and restricted knowledge in relation to 
salsa to create distinction between dancers.
Beginners always welcome?
^  V feeb iy
&  i V f e r ’o r ü g u o
Parties
C o u r t sHoubohn 
78HighHolbomWC1 
1 H olb om 'O ' 2mins
iiionday^
C la s s  7 -8 .3 0 p m j 
^ s t s ^
Corrib Rest# Upstairs •__
76-80 Salusbury Road NW6
Queen’s ParK ^ 4m ios
m m
Class 730-9
Details of classes and events 0171 729 9536 
or email: funm i@ laschicas.fsnelco.uk
Figure 9. Beginners always 
welcome
One of the more subjective judgements 
included in the flyers is whether the clubs 
seem friendly. For example the club "Salsa 
Para Gozar" is presented as "London's 
friendliest salsa club". This suggests that 
the friendliness of clubs can be an issue for 
dancers, a theme that also emerged in the 
interviews where some informants 
complained that clubs could appear be 
hostile to non-dancers and beginners.
Some flyers seem to attempt to address 
this concern directly, for example, the flyer 
for "Salsa at Corts" suggests to a potential 
dancer to "come on your own no partner 
needed", "no need to book" and that no
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special clothing is needed. The underlying message seems to remove 
any barriers to entry and so joining in is easy and unthreatening. The 
flyers for "Las Chicas", (Figure 9) pursue this theme with the 
invitation "beginners always welcome".
The impression is that salsa is fun; it is presented not as a club, 
suggesting membership and possibly exclusion, but as a party, which 
implies inclusion. The flyer suggests that classes can be joined 
spontaneously by anyone as part of an evening out. It also 
distinguishes these dance classes from more formal classes such as 
ballroom that might require a partner, special shoes and precise 
instruction.
This targeting of beginners as a new audience also suggests that new 
dancers are always being sought perhaps because the popularity of 
salsa is increasing or because there is a high turnover of dancers, both 
of these arguments are supported by informant's accounts.
Sexy salsa for beginners
These flyers seem to target beginners but this potential audience may 
be unfamiliar with this specialist social field. Therefore these flyers 
refer to more generally understood tastes, aesthetics and values 
instead of specialist forms of knowledge and capital, which salsa 
clubs appear to value. They focus on the common denominators or 
more commonly understood systems of values and aesthetics. So the 
flyers that seem to target non-dancers and beginners also emphasise a 
connection between salsa and sexuality. These flyers present salsa in 
two related ways:
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1. Salsa clubs can be a place to meet sexual partners.
2. Dancing salsa can be a form of sexual expression.
The of these first is seen in the sexually 
suggestive use of women. For example the 
flyer for "Las Chicas" (figure 9) shows 
women in revealing clothes waving and 
maintaining eye contact with the viewer.
A Bar Madrid flyer (figure 10) shows a 
woman in a tight top, winking at the viewer. 
The impression from this type of flyer is that 
these women are waiting for the viewer to 
visit the club. So these flyers reinforce the 
idea that salsa clubs can present a potential 
sexual encounter.
Figure 10. A knowing wink
The alternative sexual theme is that salsa is inherently "sexy" or 
sensual in some way. For example flyers invite the dancer to "Leam 
sexy salsa with Elder", or "Leam sexy salsa with Iris de Brito" or 
more ambiguous references, which might be interpreted as sexual, 
such as salsa as "hot and spicy", fiery "rhythms".
Some of the couples are shown in intimate embraces; for example, the 
"ministry of Salsa" flyer (Figure 11) shows a woman straddling a man 
beside the caption "could this be love or just salsa". The implication 
here is that dancing salsa can itself be a sexual act. Furthermore the 
implication is that this is a fair representation of the dance, as it 
would be expected in this club. However the ethnographic
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observations and informants' accounts suggest that if this was very 
uncommon and not representative of salsa clubs in general.
Figure 11. An intimate embrace
The depiction of salsa as a sexual act is also repeated in other flyers. 
For example a flyer for Club Salsa (figure 12) shows a couple in which 
a woman appears to be pressing her pubic area against a man's 
buttocks. The caption, which accompanies this is; "leam sexy salsa". 
This group of flyers seem to equate salsa with some form of intimate 
interaction. These flyers sexualise salsa and imply that this type of 
dance is typical of those clubs.
Many of these flyers also reject compact salsa, previously described as 
Colombian, and present the expression of sexuality as an alternative 
model of authenticity. This authority is not restricted to those who 
have been taught a locally accepted version of salsa.
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Figure 12. Sexy salsa
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Nuisance non-dancers will be excluded
PROVCTÎDBVSBS.C
Although these flyers emphasise a simple interaction between salsa 
and sexuality, (which may appeal to beginners) other flyers portray a 
more complex relationship. For example the Club Infierno flyer
(figure 13) is sexually suggestive 
in that it promotes itself as "the 
hottest and wildest new salsa 
club in London". However the 
small print makes it clear that 
"nuisance non-dancers will be 
excluded", in other words as it 
states on the other side the club is 
"run by dancers for dancers" and 
while they are happy to be 
sexually suggestive discretion 
and more importantly consent 
are required.
A:
AiR
CONfniONED 
si/orn -F.ODfl '
SMAO(S -------
a v a i l a b j : •
AT T H E  rr .--
r P E E  b a r  ■ • '
PA R K IN G  ,
6,3Cpir. < ■
DTh-  . rwAüt: ■" . '. t
WUISANCc'‘lOum'Cms
.Vl_E£
LC-UDEC
TEl 0181444 3723 This reflects informants' concerns 
that some "non-dancers" tried to 
fondle women on the dance floor 
rather than dance (chapter 8).
Figure 13. Nuisance non-dancers will 
be excluded
By alluding to the potential sexuality of salsa while inhibiting 
nuisance dancers, this flyer gives the impression that non-dancers are 
only acceptable if they conform to sanctioned behaviour including 
attending lessons and learning to dance and behave in what is 
considered to be an acceptable way.
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These flyers therefore reveal an ambiguity regarding the expression 
of sexuality in relation to salsa. While one group of fliers emphasise 
that sexual expression is central to salsa, another is keen to restrict a 
potentially inappropriate audience that is more interested in sex than 
dancing.
This fits into a recurring theme in the fliers and the interviews, 
namely that salsa becomes essentialised to a small number of 
qualities and any other consumers who interpret salsa differently are 
accused of missing the point. This pattern is most obviously seen in 
the flyers (and interviews) that also attempt to locate salsa within a 
specific location.
"So near and yet so foreign"
The flyers also highlight the connection between a location and salsa 
and therefore lend support to those particular claims on salsa. So 
when flyers refer to a particular style of salsa that they teach or 
promote they are reinforce the authority of that style. Often the dance 
styles evoked countries, for example, references to Cuba, or New 
York or references to more vague constructs such as 'Latin' or 
'tropical'.
The flyers fall into a continuum, which range from those that make 
connections between salsa and exotic locations to those, which refer 
to it as a local music and dance without reference to other countries. 
Between these extremes the flyers imply the paradox of salsa as a 
"glocal" (Robertson 1995) cultural product as implied by the flyer for 
Latin 14 club in East London, which notes that it is "So near and yet 
so foreign" (Figure 14).
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Figure 14. So near and yet so foreign
In this way these flyers imply 
that salsa clubs can be construed 
as a way to travel to another 
location immediately, which is 
similar in principle close to the 
type of devices found in science 
fiction. So on entering the club 
the dancer is metaphorically 
transported across the Atlantic to 
an exotic tropical location. Other 
flyers are less subtle in their 
references to this almost magical 
travel.
One technique for evoking a 
location in relation to salsa is the 
use of Spanish in the flyers. Most 
of the fliers mainly used English 
but half included some Spanish 
terms.
However, Spanish was not used for passing on factual information 
such as times venues or prices, but to evoke vague Latin American 
associations, for example, in club names or slogans e.g. "el mas 
Latino", "salsa y sabor", "salsa para gozar", "el ritmo de la salsa", 
"salsa con swing", "salsa de los 90's", "viva la salsa".
These Spanish expressions are simple, and can be constructed with 
relatively little knowledge of Spanish, contain the word salsa or they
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are already in common use in English. For example the familiar 
"hasta la vista" and "fiesta" are combined to form "hasta la fiesta" in 
figure 2 which can be deciphered in English but which is 
grammatically clumsy in Spanish. Thus these terms are not designed 
for a Spanish speaking audience but evoke Latin America to an 
English speaking audience.
Tropical shorthand
Another vague reference to Latin America 
is seen in the depiction of musical 
instruments that are associated with salsa, 
such as maracas, guiro and congas either 
being played by musicians or on their 
own.
The flier for Homero's salsa school (Figure 
15) shows the conga used to evoke Latin 
America and Cuba in particular. It would 
not be unreasonable to assume that the 
lessons on offer are related to the activity 
being depicted. However the salsa lessons 
referred to here are not for musicians but 
for dancers and so in the context provided 
by the interviews the conga can be seen as 
symbolic shorthand that evokes the 
authority of Latin America.
Figure 15. Authority with a conga
The use of instruments to evoke Latin America is repeated in the flyer 
for Salsasoteca at club Havana in figure 16. This appears to show a
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Street performance of rumba rather than salsa because the group of 
conga drums without other instrumentation typifies rumba as 
described in chapter 2. The instruments themselves in both figures 15 
and 16, are symbolic reference to Cuba rather than a depiction of the 
activities that occur in the club
17 Usamm Sdsare W1 Inearesi luW: OxIW SbMi) T«h 0171829 2552 www.%a1siit8ca.ca.ulL
Figure 16. Rumba performers
Chapter 2 also described how Son (which provided the rhythmic 
basis for salsa) was mistakenly given the label Rhumba outside Cuba 
because when rumba was suppressed its singers performed Son but 
often sang about Rumba. The imagery of Rumba remains in flyers for 
salsa clubs. For example, figure 16 shows a flyer for the 
Loughborough Flotel, featuring a cartoon of a woman dressed in a 
stylised Rumbera outfit including turban, bra and frilly sleeves.
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The inclusion of fruit in the 
turban blurs the Rumbera 
with the 1950's Hollywood 
Bahiana often associated with 
Carmen Miranda. The 
impression is of a glamorous 
tropical cabaret or carnival 
that removes the emphasis 
from specific nationalities 
and more towards a vague 
reference akin to the palm 
trees that adorn the inside of 
that club. It is important to 
note that neither these outfits, 
nor groups of congas players 
are ever seen in salsa clubs.
Figure 17. Rumbera
However despite the vagueness of these images the most clearly 
defined location in the flyers is Cuba with references to Salsa Cubana, 
Bar Cuba, Havana and "the revolution is here every Wednesday". 
Aside from the references to Cuba these flyers provide little extra 
information about what Cuba might represent other than it is "hot" 
"fiery" and "the real thing".
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Cuban Authority
While the previous flyers evoked Cuban images others draw on Cuba 
and Latin America as a source of authority. In some flyers the 
nationality of the dance teacher or DJ is used to claim authority. The 
nicknames used indicate the resources that are being used by DJs. 
Many are in Spanish and either imply or state a nationality, for 
example, "El Cubano" (the Cuban) and "El Cubanisimo" (the most 
Cuban) compete for Cubanness. While the protracted "Blokade 
bustin' Cuban Timba DJ Clemente "The Havana Cowboy" leaves 
little doubt as to his political affiliation, nationality or musical taste.
"DJ Bembe" (aka Paul Young), is named after a type of Afro Cuban 
party. The DJ "El Clave" takes the name of the "key" rhythm of salsa 
and various Afro Cuban genres. He switches the gender of the 
feminine "Clave" to the grammatically clumsy "El " to denote his 
own gender. As before grammatical errors are highlighted because 
they indicate that Spanish is used for effect rather than direct 
communication.
Nationality is also used explicitly in the flyers text, for example, the 
flyer for "El Papillon & co" salsa workshop (figure 18) stresses the 
nationality of the dance teacher as crucial to the ability to teach salsa. 
The overall message here is that the teacher is from Cuba and can 
teach PURE salsa as it is danced in Cuba. The conclusion is that Salsa 
is Cuban, therefore Cubans have the secret of salsa and that anyone 
wanting to learn should do so from a Cuban who can provide a 
reproduction of pure Cuban salsa and avoid the adulterated, and by 
implication, impure "imitation".
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EL PAPILLON & CO
Presents: Intermediate & Advanced SALSA WORKSHOP
Cofni* (o learn and! daiicc Sulsa with an Experienced Salxa teacher frnm CUBA 
You will learn to dance Pure Salsa the way do it in Cuba^ the homo of the Salsa 
You can be from 15 to 150 years old bat 1 promise* you will enjoy it ÎÎÎ
At : The Holborn Centre for the Performing Arts 
Three Cups Yard 
Sandland Street, London, WC1R 4PZ
Date : Sunday 23rd November 1997 
Time : 12.00 - 3.00pm 
Cost : £15
We KTUBANS' do, know and have the Secret of Salsa because 
We CREATED it, ^m o d o
(Be n wjire of Imihilion)
For more InfoimatlQin and booWng please call :
0956 958 538
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Figure 18. Cubans known and have the secret of salsa
The flier also implies that dancers from other backgrounds can only 
imitate and not innovate, as this will be inauthentic. Therefore this 
flyer stresses that London salsa ought to reproduce what it defines as 
the authentic format.
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This claim to authenticity is continued by Nelson Batista's flyer which 
suggests that in his classes: "salsa will be taught in its original 
unballroomised form for a taste of pure Latin authenticity". This 
flyer sets up a dichotomy between a desirable authentic, pure Latin 
salsa and against the undesirable impure, inauthentic and 
ballroomised style.
This ideas is picked up in a flyer from "Tumba y Bongo" which notes 
that the teachers teach Casino which "while increasingly 
ballroomised abroad is also the base of what passes as salsa in the US, 
Puerto Rico and much of Europe too. Here it is the preferred dance of 
a growing minority". This quite neatly undermines non-Cuban 
versions of salsa dance as ballroomised, even those performed in 
London's clubs. After calling these ballroomised (which emerges as a 
new form of abuse) the flyer makes it clear that a growing minority, 
the enlightened few, prefer this style. In addition this minority are 
described as growing which implies that it is cutting edge fashion 
rather than a sad devotion to an ancient trend.
Latin America
Other Latin American locations were also mentioned in club flyers. 
The "Sunday School" flyer (a dance club that moved between four 
venues) refers to multiple locations. Their earlier flyers (figure 19) 
refer to a "Hot tropical mix of Salsa Merengue Caribbean". While 
later flyers mention Puerto Rico, NY, Cuba, Venezuela and Colombia 
as the source of the music, and in the most recent flyer specifies 
"Cuba and beyond". The first of these provides one of the only 
references in flyers to Colombia. The only other reference is from
281
"Salsa para Gozar" which mentions the Colombian musics "Cumbia 
and Vallenato", which do not appear in any other flier.
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Figure 19. Three flyers for “Sunday School” from 1997 - 2002
Aside from this the flyer for "The Gallery" mentions that they feature 
"DJ's Colombianos" in Spanish and the Salsa University flyer 
mentions that they teach Colombian style among their various styles. 
Tumba Y Bongo's flyer points out that: "The dance arrived here via 
our Colombian community", but it then qualifies this by adding, 
"Although salsa's main roots are in Cuba".
Despite the links that are made between various countries salsa flyers 
would more commonly refer to salsa as "Latin" than mention specific 
nations, sometimes this used various forms of shorthand for Latin
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America or a more ambiguous exoticism that does not refer to any 
nationality or ethnicity.
I
f
Live Music Every Night from the 
UK's Hottest Latin Bands and 
Dance DJ's
Learn all the moves with our 
dance classes every evening
plus
Happy Hour ggopm- 8pm 
on cocktails, spirits and wine
7
% Charing Cross Road. WC2 
020 73793277 
Mofiday-Saturday 5-30pm-2ain 
Me; Tottenhvn Oxvt Road/Lekesto’Square
Figure 20. The spirit of Latin America in the heart of London
Some even quantified the extent to which a club was Latin, with two 
clubs claiming to be "100% Latin" (Bar Cuba and Latin Motion) while 
another called itself "El mas Latino" (The most Latin). The Go 
Bananas club at the Loughborough Hotel's flyer also used this 
approach offering: "The only club in London with the complete taste of 
Latin America") and Bar salsa (figure 20) suggests that it can provide " 
the spirit of Latin America in the heart of London", and as was
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suggested in the beginning of the chapter, that this is steamy and 
sexy. In this respect the clubs suggest that they are reproducing a 
Latin American experience within the clubs, which affords them a 
degree of authenticity and credibility.
However, although this touches on the essence of Robertson's (1995) 
idea of "glocal" cultural products that can switch between the local 
and global, in this flier the implication is that the local imitates and 
defers to the global in its attempts to reproduce exotic genres. In a 
sense the local is not on an equal footing with the foreign. The 
sentiment behind the flier, however naïve or disingenuous, is that the 
only local contribution is the venue but that the "spirit" is Latin 
American. And once again evokes the same science fiction metaphor 
of instantaneous travel through space.
However, other fliers and the interviews suggest that whatever the 
spirit of salsa might be that the sensibilities and aspirations of dancers 
relate to their immediate surroundings and peers. Thus while the 
music may be Latin American the dance and the aesthetic values of 
the dance floor are local, a point shown in the next three flyers.
Old clubs
Some flyers highlight the longevity of the clubs or classes either as 
Salsa Palladium does by claiming to be "London's oldest Latin Salsa 
Club", or as Salsafusion or Orod Hampstead School of Latin dance 
do, by referring to their anniversary parties or the number of years 
they have been established. This reference to their longevity indicates 
another sort of authenticity that can be used to indicate their 
authority or role as pioneers in introducing salsa to the UK.
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Esiablisheil 1 989
Figure 21. Older authoritative salsa clubs
For example a flyer for Nelson Batista's club states that:
Salsa is sweeping the UK as the fastest growing popular dance. 
Learn it from the man who introduced the salsa dance to 
London -  Cuban Dance instructor Nelson Batista ...don't settle 
for less learn with the best.
This emphasises both his nationality and role as a pioneer in teaching 
salsa in the UK. Interestingly Nelson previously used the nickname 
"El Cubanisimo" (the most Cuban) which emphasises his Cuban 
origins as a qualification but now he highlights his role as "The father 
of salsa", or "the Godfather of UK Salsa" implying a paternal 
authority based on his experience in the UK.
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As well as drawing on its' longevity Salsa Palladium (figure 17) also 
portrays itself as "the club for real salseros" which questions the 
authenticity of the dancers in other clubs and suggests that at Salsa 
Palladium discerning consumers seek "real salsa". The DJ who 
devised this flyer suggested that he aimed to attract dedicated 
dancers for whom dancing was "a way of life" and used the term 
"real salseros" to distinguishing them from the more transient 
consumers that he wished to avoid.
Erasing Latin America
As informants' accounts have suggested in the previous chapter there 
is a tension over the extent to which London salsa should defer to 
Latin American salsa. Some dancers and flyers derive authority from 
being connected to Latin America, but this presents a problem. The 
implication of flyers such as El Papillon (figure 18) is that Latin 
Americans and in this case, Cubans are superior dancers because they 
have absorbed the music and dance at a deep physical level. This 
suggests that dancers who do not share this background can never 
hope to rival their teachers no matter how dedicated they might be. 
This idea also denies anyone who isn't Latin American permission to 
improvise and so non Latin Americans are portrayed as an inferior 
class of dancer.
Another group of fliers challenges this idea by avoiding any reference 
to Latin America or Cuba and stressing other qualities that the club 
may offer a local audience. For example. The Dukes flyer (figure 22) 
typifies this approach. There is barely a reference to salsa, let alone 
Latin America, the only clue that this is a salsa club is the reference to 
the "New York 2" and the salseros website address at the bottom of
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the flier. Instead this flier emphasises the highlights the names of the 
dance teacher and DJs and that they will teach New York 2, the 
alternative to basic salsa based on Latin American salsa.
Mambo flyers also claimed 
to provide a  superio r way 
to dance. One B ar Lorca 
flyer ask s dancers:
Fed up when you get asked to 
dance and you have to admit you 
can't dance... the style that's 
taking the world by storm 
dancing on the "2"
This flier appears to be 
directed at people who can 
already dance salsa. Here not 
being able to dance on 2, 
specifically, is presented as a 
social blunder, the salsa 
dancer is embarrassed at their 
ignorance and the "on 2" 
frustrated and wanting.
Figure 22. Cryptic reference to salsa
As a result other On 2 clubs reassure potential clubbers "on 2 dancers 
guaranteed" so helping them avoid this social awkwardness. So these 
flyers support informants' accounts of the divisions within salsa clubs 
and the extent to which they are pursued.
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Local aesthetics
156 StreathanTl#, londom^^
W â M f t e  
Frid»V 9pm-m
Salbd Cla*k% 9j»m-11 pm,
IV-uir«>ent, iinpiwm îrlnlcm»c<fiaU:s With:
Advanced Class iMUi:
W m ilM m :
Salsa Dancb>ftCofl*iriiies tipstoirs 1WI» 5am :»F Wilh: 
Reggae. Soul Kp'B. Soca, fkaJsal flr Km  Ciftwvc With:
n w r  C m ibbem  Bufict ]0.50;*m- 12am 
(SBtAwt XOpm, £6 After. Dress Immaculate
spwwrWwfWTkË can *#***, iw
Figure 23.Sophisticated salsa
A related approach was to 
portray salsa not as exotic or 
foreign but as locally popular 
or fashionable. This removes 
the need for dancers to 
pursue any notions of 
authenticity based on access 
to any foreign style but 
instead to highlight the 
popularity of salsa in 
London. Nelson Batista's 
flyer suggests, "Salsa is the 
fastest growing popular 
dance in the UK." Therefore 
by emphasising the role of 
London's clubs removes the 
need to embark on any 
imaginary long haul journeys.
The flyer for Diamonds (figue 23) represents the absorption of salsa 
into a local repertoire of transnational genres, with salsa, rare groove 
Soul RnB and Soca offered together without exotic references or any 
mention of the authority of Latin American dance teachers or DJs.
However while the flyer does not suggest that dancing salsa can take 
the dancer on an imaginary journey to the tropics, it does imply that 
dancing salsa affords dancers with another set of associations. The 
suggestion here is that dancing salsa is sophisticated. The diamonds, 
the ornate caption "Salsa Sophisticates with a touch of class" and the
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instruction "dress immaculate" imply a particular perception of 
sophistication that is based on conspicuous consumption The flyer 
suggests that by dancing salsa this audience can achieve and 
communicate a level of sophistication to which they aspire. Perhaps 
salsa being a couple dance evokes other couple dances such as 
ballroom which have more established class connections.
Certainly this club was attended by some of the most extravagantly 
dressed women seen in this study, wearing sequinned, gold lame or 
velvet ball gowns, which corresponds with a particular perception of 
sophistication, without any mention of Latin America, Cuba or other 
tropical places.
This group of flyers do not rely on tropical references and instead 
appeal to local aesthetics and local expressions, which are not usually 
associated with salsa. For example references to hard pumping salsa, 
smooth salsa grooves, hardcore salsa dancers night, and the 
instruction to "dress to impress" shows a greater concern with the 
specifics of consuming salsa in the here and now rather than 
emulating a distant fantasy destination.
LATINO
lb  w  tetilii 11» oeiv mjiiiiiiiiim *"81 MiiidiQ «cfv 
London lb divcfilty fit «iNins. coioiirs iiié Mild» 1 ^
Ci»ry obrnnt It» 3rd of OcM tr Bafrlû Uiiiio wit Birai iiF ifeB 
fMi Ufin Oms for â dl vm e Moidl^ irapd of d i iw  V d ifm  cnienrc»
fjiln Rb^  Colw l i p ^ .  b e m w  ind ofller
Figure 24. Latin Hybrids
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The description of salsa using the same terms as local popular musics 
suggests the resignification of salsa when it is consumed in clubs. For 
example, "The villa vibe is back. Salsa fever. Tuff Latin beatz,(figure 
24) Afro Cuban flavas. Salsa 4 Fun. "Salsa, Merengue and Tropical 
grooves", "Heavy Salsa" and "Salsa chillout".
Locally generated authority
Another technique for grounding salsa in the local rather than the 
exotic is to describe how the club or teacher are important and 
authoritative based on locally relevant criteria, such as popularity of 
longevity of a club or a teachers credentials.
These flyers omit any reference to the dance teacher's nationality 
preferring to mention their expertise in local competitions or stressing 
qualities that are valued locally. So this next group of flyers more 
usually mention the competitions that the teacher may have won. For 
example, figure 12 and figure 25 show flyers that mention that the 
dance teachers have won competitions. The flyer for Salsa Euphoria 
(not shown) notes that dance teacher Leon Rose represented the UK 
in the world salsa championships.
The "salsa 4 fun" flyer (figure 25) shows how the authority of the 
teachers is constructed without reference to Cuba or Latin America, 
and even the name of the club begins by stressing fun rather than 
ethnicity or nationality, the teachers are then introduced by their 
importance specifically in London.
Finally the dance teacher's names are suffixed with their credentials, 
for Susana her success in the Bacardi dance competition and for
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SALSA 4  r m
Specialist Beginners Salsa 
classes taught by London’s 
Top Instructors 
Super n/lario
fm iiliun  mopvKs »n»nl 
&
Susana IVIontero
{LiK'a Bacardi Salaa Cham$*l*m BOOOl
every Thursday from 7pm 
leading on to intermediates & Advanced 
at
My ‘ Place Club 
No 1 Trebovir Road
(1 mln Irom Earl» Court Station)
Damage: £5 / Class Includes Club
Itiffonnafio it:
M ario  0 7 7 7  1 6 3 6 0 5 6  
S u s a n a  0 7 9 4 0  5 8 9 3 7 0
Mario his vast knowledge of 
turns, which earned him, 
nickname "Million moves man". 
So here the importance of the 
teachers is based on their local 
value rather than any reference 
to distant locations.
Figure 25. Salsa as de ethnicised fun
Authenticity meets local taste
But not all flyers value a wide knowledge of dance moves, as the 
provocative flyer from "Tumba y Bongo" (figure 26) demonstrates 
when it asks it dancers:
Do you think:
♦ There could be more to salsa than spinning?
♦ You could connect better with the music and your dance partner?
♦ Salsa in London has moved too far from its Afro Caribbean origins
♦ You'd like to dance to modern Cuban music but don't know how?
This echoes a concern raised by some informants that some dancers 
were more preoccupied with performing rehearsed dance routines 
than reacting spontaneously to the music. This is a direct attack on 
dancers who for example like the "million moves man", have huge 
repertoires of moves.
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!HEY YOU! SALSA DANCER
Do you think:
} There could be. 
more fo salsa 
than spinning^
2 You could 
connect better with 
the music and your 
dance partner?
f  i  i  take a p'esh look 
at salsa this Summer 
with (wo ufiondotfs 
mast experienced and 
professional teachers. In 
two 4 hours workshops 
using a cuban base 
(Casino) we will help you 
to open up new possibili­
ties in dance focusing 
on:
- music structure and 
how this relates to the dance
- weight transfer and body  
m ovem ent in cuban dance
-  working through the 
inhibition that fimirs 
your enjoym ent
- afro-cuban folklore
all levels welcom e  
c o s t £ 1 5 /£  12 cons
With
Tumba y Bongo
3 -Salsa in London 
has moved too far 
from its afro- 
Caribbean origins?
4 -You'd like to dance 
to modern cuban 
music hut don't 
know how?
/ÜBÜÜ
ON SATURDAYS;___
12tli August, 
from 2-6pm at 
Gloucester Hal), 
Gloucester House.
Little Britain, EC1 
Barbican or 
St. Pauls’ tube
2nd September, 
from 2-6pm at 
West Greenwich 
Community Centre,
141 Greenwich High Rd, 
London SE 10
for information
call: .
Maria
020 8851 1843
or  Rufus
020 7790 4693
p u n m m s o w m s m
Figure 26. (g)local Authority Cuban style!
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Furthermore this flyer recognises that salsa has, to an extent, been 
absorbed into a local repertoire of music and dance, but it attempts to 
draw it back into an Afro Caribbean context. This is one of the few 
flyers that refer to salsa as Afro Caribbean rather than Afro Cuban or 
Latin. But the authority of the teachers is again set out in terms of 
their standing and experience in London.
The flyer ends by suggesting that it is "Putting the Soul into Salsa" 
and drawing on soul and salsa makes a connection between Salsa and 
the locally familiar "soul". So this perception of authenticity notes 
that while Cuban music and dance may be superficially different it 
can be judged using familiar aesthetics, e.g. having soul.
Cultural capital; obscure references
Some flyers seem to be talking to different audiences simultaneously; 
they present factual information that can be read by all and combine 
this with more obscure references that require specialist knowledge 
to aid interpretation. Access to these hidden meanings can also serve 
to differentiate the audience and mark a boundary between different 
types of consumer.
Specialist knowledge 1: Manteca
Figure 27 shows a.flyer for a dance night called "Manteca" at a Bar 
called Cuba. The name of the club could be irrelevant to dancers or 
they could interpret it as a private joke between insiders. The writer 
of the flyer is communicating to other aficionados that he possesses 
specialist knowledge about salsa and Spanish.
293
One interpretation is that Manteca was the name of a seminal piece of 
Latin Jazz initially composed and performed by the North American 
Jazz musician Dizzie Gillespie and Chano Pozo, an influential Cuban 
conga player. (Roberts 1972, Boggs 1995).
But on another level the flyer plays a word game by using the 
dictionary meaning of manteca as lard, and subtitling the flyer "the 
fattest Latin beats in London" alongside a picture of a plump-faced 
man. The flyer advertises the club for anyone without access to these 
interpretative aids, (which can be equated with cultural capital). But 
to those who have either read around the subject or are fluent enough 
in both English and Spanish to connect "manteca" with "fat beats" 
this represents a signal by the DJ of a membership of a more closed 
group. And that he gets this joke, and this indicates his membership 
of this particular group and distinction from others that cannot draw 
on this specialist information.
e ve ry
TUESDAY
THE FATTEST LATIN 
BEATS IN LONDON
with DJ JOHN ARMSTRONG
11 KENSINGTON HIGH STREET 
0171-938 4137
Admission: £2
9 p m  Til 2am  
90 m inute Salsa Dance Class with 
Elli Galvani £5 inc club " i ' 8pm
p ie » »  use  public transport , 
IfrtiteO parking in Kensington '
Figure 27. Fat Salsa with Lard
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Specialist Knowledge 2: Montuno
Another piece of restricted information is CD or album art in flyers. 
One club Montuno, uses the image of a woman seen from behind 
with her hair in a ponytail wearing a tight dress and very prominent 
buttocks. There is no mistaking (for those that know the CD) that she 
is derived from the cover of a Willie Chirino's "Asere". This gives a 
message to those in the know that this is in the DJ's CD collection and 
that songs from it or like it may be played, in fact two songs from this 
album are popular in the clubs.
The flyer can present a range of meanings that depend on the level of 
knowledge that the reader can bring to the interpretation. On the one 
hand the woman in the red dress can refer to stereotypes of the sexual 
availability of Latin Americans. But a further level of meaning is 
available to those who know the songs and can connect them to the 
image on the flyer.
Figure 28.The hustler
For example during the 
fieldwork a Latin American 
woman asked me to dance to 
a song from this CD and 
suggested I listen to the lyrics 
as they were well written.
The image resembles a 
character from a song on the 
CD called "La jinetera", which 
loosely translates as "the 
hustler". The song tells of a 
teenage mother whose partner
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flees as a political refugee, leaving her to sell sex to tourists to feed 
their child. The song moves to a broader anti Castro message; the 
woman is "street walking" due to the political climate. This flyer 
could also evoke the anti Castro dimension from the CD and suggest 
that her appearance on the flyer refers to the exploitation of the poor 
by tourists rather than the titillation seen in many other images of 
women in flyers.
The reference to Chirino's music may imply as his lyrics do, that real 
Cuban music is necessarily from Cuban soil but that "real Cuba" is 
preserved by expatriate Cubans. Thus this could imply a degree of 
authenticity to a Cuban club in London without needing to draw on 
the Cuban authenticity argument.
Specialist Knowledge 3: El Despelote
T um ba Y B ongo 
C u b a n  C hristm as Party 
4 th  D e c e m b e r
Two flyers for "El Despelote" 
also have several levels of 
meaning available to different 
readers. Essentially these flyers 
make repeated references to 
Cuba on varying levels. Firstly 
the club night is run by "Tumba 
y Bongo" which is the name of a 
standard in the Son /  Salsa 
musical repertoire and 
"Despelote" is a freeform way of 
dancing to a contemporary 
Cuban music called Timba.
Figure 29. Change
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The first side of both flyers contains factual information such as the 
time date and venue of the club night. This also specifies that Cuban 
salsa (Casino) will be taught and that the Cuban rum company 
"Havana club" sponsors the event. Both flyers communicate a general 
Cuban theme with the repeated references to Cuba, Cuban dance, 
music and rum.
But more cryptic information is printed on the reverse of each flyer, 
which shows a different doll or figurine. The first (figure 29) shows a 
doll with what looks like a large bow on its head, a double headed 
axe in one hand and a rattle in the other, beneath this are the words 
Tumba y Bongo Cuban Christmas Party 4*^  December.
The second (figure 30) shows a different doll 
wearing a light coloured tunic and balancing a 
pot on its head, under the image of the doll are 
the words "Tumba Y Bongo El Despelote: Launch 
Party Sat 18* March." The dolls reinforce the 
Cuban theme for readers who recognise them as 
representations of Orishas, or deities of the Afro 
Cuban syncretic religion that blends Yoruba and 
Catholic faiths and sometimes called Santeria.
i'
TmÉaTImw
El DESPaOTl: L am ch Party
Saill March
Figure 30. Ochun
However the dolls have a greater significance to practitioners of 
Santeria and its related faiths. On questioning the designer of this 
flyer it became clear that a great deal of thought and knowledge has 
gone into the selection of these particular images. Still further 
connections can be made for readers with a more detailed knowledge 
of these deities. The designer of these flyers explained the specific 
significance of the deities:
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The first one is Change. The bow is his crown shaped after the 
double- sided axe, which is very significant for Change. In its 
crown form it represents his apotheosised mythical sister, 
Bayanni. The axe is his fertility/rainmaking abilities. Also his 
double-sided nature. Thunder is his voice, complemented by his 
wife's (Oya Yansa) lightening. In Cuba, Oya's attributes seem to 
have been stolen by Change. 4th December is Change's annual 
celebration in Cuba.
The other is Ochun whose day in Cuba is Saturday, in colour, her 
clothes would be yellow rather than white. She represents among 
other things, feminine coquetishness, being a bit of a party gal. 
The Cubans are ambivalent about her. Her catholic equivalent 
(Virgen de la caridad del cobre) is patron saint of the island.
In short these can communicate the designer's knowledge about Afro 
Cuban culture that can only be fully deciphered by those have access 
to this information. This is a more subtle communication of the 
intended "authenticity" (as faithfulness to a Cuban theme) of the 
event, than the more outspoken claims of authenticity seen above. 
The choice of image is very specific Chango, for example, is shown on 
a flyer for the 4* December the day that he (or the Catholic equivalent 
Saint Barbara) is celebrated in Cuba. Ochun is shown on the launch 
party, and is associated with celebrations in general and in her 
Catholic guise as Cuba's patron saint. This indicates the designer's 
knowledge to readers who share this but it is more understated than 
for example references to 100% Cuban Salsa.
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Specialist Knowledge 4: Salsa in Diabluras
Some flyers seem to contain even more cryptic meanings that can be 
targeted at different audiences. For example, the flyer for Diabluras 
(figure 31) seems to promote the club by referring to the mythology of 
devils and demons.
Diabluras
\ ' I
Diabluras
S ar u id ay ls tN 'over r ib e r  
Saturday 2 2 n d  N'cvember
lOpm 0am E rtry  EO - ir ; 51 mi. 'i,.Y
■F-=rin-
Dress Cede H ot'n 'Spiccy 10 urtir..-, or :.nHt
290 Cdfnbenvell New Road 
I endort S r i  DTP , . e ,n " 1- '.= r sr
: . M : - : - .i î6 -.S
in îc  lutes nqoo 19 -"Qo o n  2^ 200^0
Watch Out for our C hris lnas  e v e  partvt
! M  Z99
_____ Camber/wHl ,
’ Oval M y  New Rd cw
Tube Icf d SE5 London i Aasi Pa*
yllaîlCafo!. 
Ifflldlldof
Figure 31. A flirtatious woman and her cuckolded partner?
On one level the flyer suggests that the club will be sexually 
permissive, the dress code is "hot and spicy" and that "ADULTS 
ONLY" will be admitted. This is redundant, as children do not attend
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salsa clubs, but its inclusion suggests that the club will be lewd and 
lustful. In many ways this flyer repeats the established association 
between salsa and sex seen earlier throughout this thesis, however 
this flyer differs from the usual portrayal of couples because this 
couple are not dancing.
The gender difference is also striking, the woman has long curly hair 
a shiny red dress; is well lit, and turning towards the viewer reader, 
mouth slightly open and with a hand on her thigh. So in common 
with other flyers the woman appears to be sexually available to the 
viewer.
In contrast he is stiff, in the shadows and does not engage with the 
viewer. Given the mention of "diabluras", the flyers may be playing 
with images of male and female devils and the imagery of the 
sexually insatiable satyr of mythology. However the man doesn't 
seem very sexually expressive, he seems uncomfortably rigid, 
restrained and asexual compared to the woman.
The different attire and posture of the man and woman might be an 
attempt to appeal to different perceptions of sexual attractiveness for 
each gender. Interestingly though his hair is combed into two points 
that give the appearance of horns. The horns can also be interpreted 
using restricted knowledge or cultural capital, which distinguishes 
different sections of the audience. If the horns using knowledge of 
thre contemporary Spanish idiom "to put horns on^" which means, 
"to cuckold" this emphasises the sexual theme of the flyer. The 
potential for sexual encounter is heightened as it implies that dancers 
may be sexually available and willing to cuckold an absent partner.
' Variations o f this term are used throughout the Mediterranean, Latin America and in archaic 
English, for example references to horns and cuckoldry. Shakespeare’s Much Ado About 
Nothing
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So readers using a more exclusive culturally bound interpretation can 
gain an extra level of meaning from the flyer. By using this 
knowledge the flyer invites the reader into a more exclusive group 
who "get the joke" and distinguishes them from those who do not.
These in-jokes may represent cultural capital to amuse DJs and music 
connoisseurs, but this does not necessarily translate to the dance 
floor. Therefore the specialist knowledge described here represents 
communication between consumers who possess a specific form of 
cultural capital. Once again different sections of the audience play to 
their strengths and here those that can share this knowledge can 
communicate under the very noses of the dancers without alerting 
them to their joke.
It is this type of knowledge that Thornton (1995) describes as sub 
cultural capital, but while it is crucial among DJs this type of 
knowledge is irrelevant to most dancers. Therefore any expertise 
shown in reading flyers does not necessarily provide kudos on the 
dance floor where physically embodied knowledge is expressed and 
displayed publicly.
Ambiguotis salsa
The overall impression of these flyers is that information is coded on 
various levels. Some appear to be designed to be deciphered by an 
expert audience, while others appeal to more mainstream and less 
specialised knowledge.
The flyers therefore provide a visual indicator of the range of 
meanings that can be derived from salsa and therefore the resources
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that it can offer. When taken together with the previous chapters this 
analysis suggests that the resources available from salsa are not 
valued equally and can be used to demonstrate different types and 
levels of cultural capital.
By examining the resources used to provide authority this chapter 
indicates what might be regarded as valuable in particular clubs. This 
is useful when considering the sorts of non-economic capital, which 
are exchanged in the clubs and their relative values. For example, 
although Latin American ethnicity or nationalities are sometimes 
used to suggest the authority of the teacher or club, their absence in 
many flyers indicates that alternative sources of authority are also 
used. Thus salsa flyers range from those presenting a pastiche of 
Cuba, Latin America or a bygone era to those which are firmly 
grounded in the here and now.
The flyers show salsa as a symbol can be manipulated to send a range 
of messages. It can communicate the exclusiveness of the venue or 
appeal to the sexuality of its potential clients. Or it can provide subtle 
cues that send one message to the uninitiated while sharing an in-joke 
with those in the know.
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Chapter 11
A way of life: Dancing identity and symbolic conflict.
This thesis has examined various aspects of public salsa dancing; 
including dancers' accounts of the clubs, first hand observation and 
textual materials from the clubs. This chapter draws together the 
main ideas to discover what salsa dancing means to dancers and how 
these meanings help construct identities especially as dancers 
perceive themselves in relation to their peers.
Identity in this context refers to ideas of group membership and self­
definition based on factors such as physicality, ethnicity and 
nationality that are expressed through public consumption of 
popular music. The identities available from salsa are linked to 
meanings that dancers derive from the musical texts and associations 
that they express by dancing. This idea requires a conceptual 
separation of the music (as symbolic resources) from the dance; as 
local cultural practices that use music as a backdrop for interactions 
between social actors. So while salsa clubs appear to be mundane 
leisure environments, they can be an arena where globalisation, 
conflict, racism, dominance, and power relations are realised locally. 
This thesis challenges the idea of salsa clubs as a harmonious, 
inclusive and multicultural utopia where dance unites everyone and 
instead suggests that dancing is a vehicle through which cultural 
competition, conflict and hostilities are expressed. This chapter is 
broken down into four sections to deal with these issues:
• Practice
• Meanings
• Authority
• Distinction and group membership
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Practice
Dancing the self
Informants described dancing as a sincere expression of the self. 
Although some dancers took many dance lessons this was not seen to 
contradict this sincerity, instead the lessons were presented as a 
means of rediscovering their true selves. Informants explained that 
they had always been dancers but had only begun to express this 
when they had become involved with salsa clubs. They implied that 
they had been repressed in conventional clubs but could "be 
themselves" in salsa clubs. Therefore salsa dancing was presented as 
a way of rediscovering a genuine self that had formerly been 
suppressed by social conventions.
Liberating the body
Some informants, and especially men, had previously felt 
intimidated by the prospect of solo dancing and rarely danced in 
public. But salsa provided them with dance routines that they could 
perform without feeling vulnerable or exposed. It didn't matter that 
they needed to dance within a choreographed template with 
gendered conventions for leading and following. Dancing salsa 
allowed them to perform the role of dancers who are comfortable 
with moving the body in public. For many this was liberating and 
they found that they could participate with the dancing rather than 
watching from the sidelines. This freedom along with the social 
connections they made in clubs are among the reasons why dancers 
of all backgrounds developed a close relationship with salsa and
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presented it as their own, and defended it against any rivals that 
might challenge their entitlement.
Meanings 
Construing salsa in London
The overall meaning that dancers read into salsa combined a vision 
of an imagined Latin America (for example, Colombian viejotecas as 
described by Waxer 2002, or pre-revolutionary Cuban clubs, Roman 
Velazquez 2002) and the experience of London dance clubs and salsa 
classes. The exotic and historical references that some dancers use, 
matches the themes of previous studies reviewed in chapter 2, for 
example, Waxer (2002), Flores (2002) Roman Velazquez (1999) 
Manuel (1994) and Padilla (1990). But given the heterogeneity of 
London's salsa audience it is too simplistic to state that the pursuit 
and construction of Latin identity is dominant or relevant to most of 
London's salsa dancers. Instead dancers focus on constructions of 
salsa that justify and support their own involvement. In this way the 
meanings that dancers derive from salsa can themselves be resources 
that benefit particular identities, reinforce social boundaries, and 
communicate social position.
Contested meaning
Some of the meanings available from dancing salsa are more socially 
desirable than others in the dance clubs, and for this reason can also 
provide social advantages. The connection between salsa and Latin 
America may be avoided if it undermines dancers' own connection to
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salsa and implies that they are inferior to the Latin Americans within 
the clubs.
Informants drew on Latin American stereotypes that evoked the 
body, innate musicality, "passion", intense reactions, physicality and 
sometimes lustfulness and sensuality. Salsa allows dancers from all 
backgrounds to perform qualities that they associate with these 
stereotypes, which allows them to reject aspects of an imagined 
"Englishness" that they found unacceptable. For example, the 
stereotype of Latin Americans as expressive and exuberant provides 
a template through which dancers of any background could 
overcome their inhibitions. Paradoxically dancers overcome a crude 
stereotype of the English by using a crude stereotype of Latin 
Americans. Salsa dancers can perform these identities (even if they 
are caricatures) on the dance floor and make them real in their social 
consequences, so if they convincingly portray themselves as 
uninhibited, they are treated accordingly.
Authority
However, the construction of salsa as Latin also grants authority to 
Latin American dancers. This authority can, however, be 
circumvented by those who emphasise the authority of an ethnically 
neutral, elaborate dance that is considered to be technically perfect 
rather than culturally authentic. In addition Latin American 
authority is further undermined by trivialising references to Latin 
America which have become a tropical pastiche of Rumberas in 
nylon grass skirts, pre-mixed bottled rum punch, plastic palm trees 
and pidgin Spanish expressions that evoke a mindless Latin America
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which neither appeal to, nor benefits Latin Americans. In keeping 
with this, knowledge of Spanish and detailed knowledge of the 
music, which many Latin Americans and some DJs possess, has 
become largely worthless in the clubs as it does not benefit the 
dominant portion of the audience who have learnt to dance in 
classes.
By re-construing the dance, salsa's authority has moved to those 
involved with dance classes. Thus London's popular salsa clubs now 
promote a contradictory inclusiveness that admits those who 
conform to its local de-ethnicised dance class format. Therefore Latin 
American authority has been replaced with de-ethnicised (Hosokawa 
1999) dance class authority based on a notion of technical excellence 
rather than cultural knowledge. Older forms of cultural capital have 
been replaced by new skills that benefit the new dominant audience, 
which suggests that cultural capital can be fragile if it becomes linked 
to a group that is subsequently deposed.
This thesis problematises Stokes' (1994) idea that music can be a 
symbolic shorthand for place because this shorthand can be 
undermined by musical consumption practices in different locations. 
Therefore while salsa music (often recorded in one time and place 
and replayed in another) may evoke Latin America in combination 
with various meanings, salsa dancing (necessarily performed in the 
here and now) may become effectively detached from these former 
associations. Therefore the musical shorthand may not be applied to 
the dance especially if this might undermine the locally dominant 
audiences' authority. For this reason instead of being shorthand for 
place salsa dancing comes to demonstrate cosmopolitan 
consumption^ rather than ethnic identity.
I A term used by Lu and Fine (1995) in their discussion o f popular Chinese restaurants in the US.
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Rejecting the mainstream
On a basic level salsa allowed dancers to feel unique and perform a 
skill publicly through which they could gain the admiration of 
onlookers, and stand out from non-dancers. Dancers also used their 
relationship and expertise with salsa to distinguish themselves from 
dancers who "miss the point" or are not "authentic".
Dancers had a problematic relationship with the 'mainstream', they 
were aware that salsa had gained popularity and some mentioned 
the appearance of Salsa on television as a triumph. But, there was 
less enthusiasm when 'mainstream' people visited the clubs, leading 
to claims that this popularity was spoiling salsa. The concern was 
that the mainstream did not dance properly, were not committed to 
some essence of salsa, and were only attracted to salsa after it had 
become fashionable. This intolerance of the mainstream confirms the 
findings of studies of other musical practices and it appears that salsa 
dancers share an intolerance of the mainstream with followers of hip- 
hop and rave (Bennett 2000, Malbon, 1998, Thornton, 1995).
Dancers also contrasted salsa clubs with what they called "normal" 
or "English" clubs which they ridiculed using stereotypes about lack 
of rhythm, unfriendliness, hostility, drunkenness and clumsy sexual 
advances. Dancing salsa allowed club goers to demonstrate their 
allegiance to their chosen peer group by conforming to the dance 
style that typifies that group, while distancing themselves from 
groups that they wished to avoid. So salsa could be used to mark 
social boundaries, and this embodied knowledge serves as the key, 
which allows entry to that social group.
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Constructing a dominant aesthetic
In the early 1990's salsa scene Latin Americans dominated salsa and 
their dancing style was considered the best. New cohorts of dancers 
eventually rejected these values that seemed to discriminate against 
them and they instead sought an alternative aesthetic that avoided 
deference to Latin American aesthetics and authority. This alternative 
was available in dance class salsa that was more cosmopolitan, and 
removed the authority from Latin Americans, and transferred this to 
those dancers who were involved with dance lessons. As Roman 
Velazquez (2002) notes this period saw a divergence in the salsa 
scene as different networks of salsa clubs gradually formed. This 
consisted of specialist clubs such as El Barco Latino, Guayando and 
Bar Rumba that catered for a Latin American audience and clubs 
such as Salsafusion, Bar Cuba and Salsa that sought a more 
multicultural audience. When the latter came to outnumber the Latin 
Americans in these clubs their de-ethnicised source of authority 
became dominant, and so now dance classes and teachers are looked 
to as the source of the most authoritative salsa dance moves.
Salsa as a quasi-educational establishment
The growing authority of dance classes was accompanied by an 
increasing institutionalisation. Salsa classes now resemble a quasi- 
educational establishment; complete with examinations and 
certificates that are validated by elite dance teachers. This reinforces 
a new orthodoxy in' dancing that suppresses any variation from the 
sanctioned template and encourages greater homogeneity. 
Furthermore dance classes reproduce teachers' status and enforce a 
template for dancing that excludes those who do not attend classes.
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Additionally this dance resembles an institutionalised capital that is 
now the most valuable form within the clubs.
The meritocracy myth
Defining good salsa in terms of technique rather than culturally 
based authenticity shifts the authority away from various national 
and ethnic groups to a more de-ethnicised authority that appears to 
be meritocratic and open to everyone, being based on their 
dedication and skill rather than on some other hidden factor.
However while the shift of authority ostensibly rewards effort it is 
linked to other hidden criteria. De-ethnicised salsa appeals to a local 
aesthetic that privileges the newly dominant local clientele who have 
the time, money and dedication to regularly attend dance classes and 
pursue a package of consumption activities that provides authority. 
Roman Velazquez (2002) also notes that the admission price of some 
clubs was deliberately set high to exclude Latin Americans and that 
the mid week opening hours also made them inaccessible to Latin 
Americans many of whom worked shifts. Thus ironically it is now 
Latin Americans and especially Colombians, (who tend not to attend 
salsa classes, or reproduce the sanctioned de-ethnicised salsa class 
styles), who are now considered to be poor dancers and marginalized 
in the very dance clubs where Latin American music is played.
Previous studies (Singer 1984, Manuel 1996) described salsa as a 
positive resource in legitimising Latin identity in an environment 
(New York) that had trivialised Latin American popular culture. It is 
striking therefore that in London the audience of many clubs, that 
were initially opened and run by Latin Americans and play Latin
310
American music, now look on what they term the Latin American 
style as unfashionable and to be avoided.
Distinction and group membership
Dancing salsa can be used to allow dancers to reject the mainstream 
while associating themselves with an authoritative group. This thesis 
suggests that this is achieved by following the pattern that Bourdieu 
(1977) suggests typifies other forms of consumption, in using various 
forms of "non economic capital" to demonstrate social standing and 
allegiances.
Hybrid fields
Forms of capital are valuable in a limited range of social fields, but 
the clubs represent the intersection of different fields, such as clubs, 
pubs, tapas bars etc, in which different forms of knowledge are 
valued. Different forms of capital are valued in a limited range of 
social fields, with some forms being closely tied to specific fields. The 
different forms that are valued in salsa clubs reflect the heterogeneity 
of the audience and the repertoire of capital that they possess. Thus 
as salsa clubs have been built around Tapas bars, pubs. Jazz venues 
world music clubs (each of which value broadly different qualities), 
the salsa club audience now value a collection of forms of capital that 
reflect these various fields. This results in conflict as each of the 
audience sub groups strives to maintain the optimum market for 
their own cultural and other capitals, and this leads to a clash over 
the valorisation of cultural capital, or field specific cultural capital.
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For this reason the dominant version of salsa in London plays to the 
strengths of the dominant section of its London audience.
Cultural capital, multicultural capital and Salsa omnivores
Salsa dancing is valued in a specific social field and the display of 
this allows entry to that field, but not all forms of salsa are equally 
valued, and the value attached to this knowledge can be linked to the 
other forms of capital that are connected with the groups that come 
to dominate the club audience.
While salsa may be a widely popular in Latin America, it is a 
specialist pursuit in the UK. Dancing salsa can imply awareness of 
global popular culture, and that dancers are cosmopolitan in their 
leisure pursuits that their cultural repertoire is not restricted to 
commonly available clubs and popular music.
This resembles Peterson and Kern's (1996) idea of "cultural 
omnivores" who communicate their taste by the diversity of the 
cultural activities they pursue. The breadth of their consumption 
also demonstrates what Bryson (1996) terms "Multicultural capital", 
as it displays their sophistication by showing expertise in activities 
from diverse cultures, while distancing themselves from the 
uneducated. In this light salsa dancing allows them to present 
themselves as sophisticated an impression that is enhanced by their 
characterisation of the mainstream as vulgar and grotesque.
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Symbolic capital
Dancing salsa can also suggest that dancers are well travelled, 
fashionable, or that they have pursued a lifestyle of clubbing to learn 
this counterintuitive dance. In this way dancing salsa resembles 
Bourdieu's symbolic capital, which itself reiterates an aspect of 
Veblen's (1902) notion of conspicuous consumption. Importantly 
dancing does not represent consumption of objects but of knowledge, 
which implies a lifestyle. Dancing salsa allows dancers to increase 
their social standing within that field, and shine in the presence of 
other dancers who cannot dance as well.
Social and cumulative capital
Salsa lessons also provide access to a network of dancers and a level 
of social capital that is not as easily available in, for example, pubs or 
conventional clubs. This is significant as dancers are often keen to 
interact with each other because of their ability to dance.
Bourdieu's (1977) general idea was that the various different forms of 
capital are connected and translated into super-ordinate forms of 
capital, which he suggested was economic capital. However, in the 
salsa clubs economic capital does not seem to be super-ordinate, 
instead the various forms of capital combine to form an accumulated 
capital that includes social capital, dance as cultural and physical 
capital, with economic capital that are being of reduced importance. 
In the clubs this accumulated or super-ordinate capital is expressed 
when dancers seek new partners. Therefore other forms of capital 
linked to social capital can regulate the value of dance as cultural
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capital. Holders of a type of capital that is valued in a field have 
greater value placed on the other capital that they possess.
Forms of capital that are linked to stable social fields are themselves 
stable. But where they are linked to vulnerable groups they become 
vulnerable. Thus the value of salsa as a resource for constructing 
identity largely depends on the groups to which it is connected. To 
pursue the economic metaphor, currencies from unstable economies 
can become worthless when hyperinflation lowers their value so they 
cannot be exchanged for other currencies. Similarly various forms of 
cultural capital can lose their value if they become connected to a 
group whose status and authority is unstable. This thesis proposes 
that this occurred to the value of basic dance class salsa; it became 
lowered because it became associated with new cohorts of dancers 
who resembled the despised mainstream. At the same time the value 
of Latin American salsa dance was reduced because the 
discriminatory tone of the language used to promote it implied that it 
was unattainable and this did not suit dancers who wished to excel in 
this social field.
Consuming and improvising identities
Particular patterns of consumption and lifestyles are closely 
associated with different social groups (Bourdieu 1984, Veblen 1902), 
and importantly, it is not the products themselves or their cost but 
the way of consuming them that separates these groups. It is not 
only that people with different perceptual tools appreciate products 
differently and so consume differently, but that these repertoires 
indicate a package of acceptable consumption, class and lifestyle
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which denote a particular social identity and communicate group 
membership.
Where salsa clubs break with this idea is that they provide an 
example where different groups consume the same cultural product 
but distinguish each other by how they consume them. This study 
has shown that different salsa consumers either exoticise or 
aestheticise salsa or connect with its history or just participate in the 
clubs' social life. These different consumption patterns show the 
different resources for identity construction that salsa offers different 
sections of the audience.
Reterritorialising salsa and the self
Clearly the correlation between the consumption of specific items 
and particular groups is not consistent over time and in different 
locations. What this study shows is how a particular audience make 
sense of a cultural product (music) using a cultural practice (dance). 
The sense they make of it is tied to the local way it is consumed and 
the confidence in reworking a product for their own needs rather 
than attempting to reproduce the cultural practices of a distant 
location. So this study highlights a very local interpretation of salsa 
that might not be reproduced in other locations.
But merely stating that salsa has been reterritorialised (Lull 1995) or 
culturally appropriated (Manuel 1995) does not reflect the 
advantages that dancers can gain from their involvement with the 
dance. Salsa the dance is a valuable resource because it can carry 
positive cormotations leading various sections of the audience to 
struggle over its ownership.
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If this is applied to previous studies of salsa, for example, Manuel's 
(1995) work on New York salsa then it follows that appropriation of 
Cuban Son by New York's Latin American population is linked to the 
benefit that could be derived from their ownership of the newly 
appropriated genre rather than an altruistic fraternal pan Latin unity.
Conflict, customisation, improvisation
The ownership of salsa is therefore fundamental to its value as a 
resource for constructing identity. Even the fact that other groups 
consume and claim the same cultural product can alter its meaning 
and the relationship consumers have with it. But the local struggles 
for ownerships between different groups of salsa consumers also 
reflect broader power relationships. In this light the use of Bourdieu's 
approach, which bridges micro and macro concerns, seems especially 
fruitful as it helps explain the connection between dancers 
interactions and broader ramifications.
Had this study pursued a micro sociological approach and described 
the nuances of dancers presentation of the self in clubs, it would have 
been interesting but would have missed the relevance outside salsa 
clubs. However by using habitus as a theoretical tool this seemingly 
mundane leisure environment can be seen as an arena where macro 
sociological concerns such as globalisation, conflict, racism, 
dominance and power relations are expressed. In this respect this 
study concurs with Roman Velazquez Velazquez's (2002) suggestion 
that the activities within salsa clubs reflect broader relations of power 
and dominance.
316
In this light this thesis is not just about dance but also about the 
construction and maintenance of authority in an environment where 
this is constantly being challenged, and so the relevance of this study 
is that the seemingly trivial can have serious consequences. Dancing 
salsa also contributes to identity construction by allowing dancers to 
express desirable qualities and lifestyles, using rehearsed behaviours 
and social settings that allow them to become accepted into social 
networks. Salsa offers a way in which some people can perform 
qualities associated with their desired identity in public and for this 
section of the audience it can be extremely fulfilling. Dancing salsa 
allows the dancers to stand out from the crowd, which they may 
characterise as 'mainstream' or with ethnic labels and stereotypical 
images.
A central finding is that while cultural products may have a global 
market the manner of their consumption reflects local tastes and 
cultural practices. Importantly, although salsa has been claimed as a 
marker of Latin identity, outside Latin America salsa is malleable 
enough to be used to support and communicate a range of identities. 
This thesis concludes that the resources salsa provides lie mainly in 
the consequences of its practice rather than its symbolic meanings. 
Through this practice salsa dancing in London merely reinforces 
existing power relations within dance clubs. The unique quality of 
London salsa unlike Canadian (Pietrobruno 2003) or Japanese 
(Hosokawa 2002) salsa is that it no longer seeks the authority or 
styling of Latin America. In this sense London's salsa dancers have 
appropriated, not the music or dance, but the authority to improvise 
rather than imitate dance as a marker of identity that they come to 
think of as their own.
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Appendix 1
Informants interviewed ^Indicates that names have been
N am e* G en d er A g e S ou rce S e lf d e fin ed  b ack g ro u n d O ccu p a tio n
1. A ra M ale 30s S alsa  P a llad iu m . A rm en ia n DJ
2. E lizabeth* F em ale 30s C uba fe s tiv a l E n g lish C harity  ca m p a ig n er
3. G erry M ale 40 s L o u g h b o ro u g h B ritish  Jam aican DJ /  b road caster
4. D aria* F em ale 40 s In form an t 4 B ritish P ersian  J ew ish R ad io
5. M ina* F em ale 30s Inform ant 6 Irish In d ian P u b lic  r e la tio n s
6. A n n a  * F em ale 30s L o u g h b o ro u g h P o lish  Ita lian P u b lish in g
7. A lex* M ale 30s S a lsa fu sio n British C are w ork er
8. Clara* F em ale 30s Inform ant 7 P o rtu g u ese Jew eller
9. Sarah* F em ale 38s L o u g h b o ro u g h British M u seu m
10. R achel* F em ale 30s Internet British T ran slator
11. A n d y* M ale 30s L ou g h b o ro u g h British G u yan ean IT c o n su lta n t
12. G lend a* F em ale 30s S a lsa fu sio n British Jam aican Librarian
13. R u fu s M ale 30s Inform ant 6 B ritish  Jew ish D a n ce  teacher
14. C arey F em ale 20s Barbican B ritish Jam aican Secretary
15. D ave* M ale 40s V illa  S tefano British DJ
16. A m y* F em ale 40s M u tu a l fr ien d British Secretary
17. Eva* F em ale 40s In form an t 16 British G reek C yp rio t T a ilor in g  sa les
18. G iovan n a* F em ale 40s V illa  S tefano British  Ita lian H aird resser
19. Sofia* F em ale 20s In form an t 18 B ritish Ita lian  Jam aican M aths s tu d e n t
20. Teresa* F em ale 30s Inform ant 4 S p an ish A c u p u n ctu r ist
21. Ju lio M ale 40s S a lsa fu sio n C o lo m b ia n D a n ce  teacher & DJ
22. Jose* M ale 30s L o u g h b o ro u g h B razilian A ctor
23. S u san a F em ale 20s Bar sa lsa S p an ish Dance teacher /  psycho log ist
24. A lison * F em ale 20s Inform ant 13 British A frican  C aribbean Secretary
25. M ary* F em ale 30s L o u gh b orou gh British A frican  C aribbean Secretary
26. Joanna* F em ale 40s M am b o lo co British Jew ish S o c ia l w ork er
27. A driana* F em ale 30s Salsa  p a lla d iu m A rgen tin ean C aterer
28. M ario M ale 20s Inform ant 23 British In d ian P o st grad  s tu d en t
29. L eon M ale 20s Inform ant 23 British A frican  C aribbean D a n ce  teacher /  p o stm a n
30. A nsell* M ale 40s D an ce  flier British B alh  o o m  teacher
31. H ann ah* F em ale 40s Inform ant 24 British R esearcher
^Indicates that names have been changed
Venues for participant observation.
V e n u e L ocation N ig h ts N o . o f  v is its
S o n ero s V au xh a ll Saturday 3
S a lsa fu sio n L eicester  Sq Saturday 3
S a lsa  P a lla d iu m L eicester Sq Saturday 4
M a m b o  C ity  @ B ootsy  Brogan's W em b ley Saturday 2
El D e sp e lo te  @ T he S p itz C ity Saturday 1
V illa  S tefan o 's H o lb o m S u n d a y 3
Bar S a lsa C haring X M on d ay 3
Bar R u m b a L eicester  Sq T u esd ay 3
Bar T iem p o  @ La Finca Islin g ton T liursday 2
D ia m o n d s. Streatham T hursday 3
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Appendix 2
Original Spanish quotations
The thesis has included a number of quotations that have been 
translated into English from Spanish. This chapter includes the 
quotations in the original Spanish to allow the reader the 
opportunity to at the
Chapter 2
Page 8: Son de La Loma
Mama yo quiero saber de donde son los cantantes, 
que los encuentro galantes y los quiero conocer, 
con su trova fascinante que me la quiero aprender.
^De donde seran, ay mama, seran de La Habana,
seran de Santiago, tierra soberana,
son de la Loma y cantan en el llano, ya veras.
Mama ellos son de la Loma, mama ellos cantan en Llano.
Page 17: Ajiaco
Y en todo momento el pueblo nuestro ha tenido, como el ajiaco, 
elementos nuevos y crudos acabados de entrar en la cazuela para 
cocerse... y alla en lo hondo del puchero, una masa nueva ya 
posada, producida por los elementos que al desintegrarse en el 
hervor historico han ido sedimentando sus mas tenaces esencias 
en una mistura rica y sabrosamente aderezada, que ya tiene un 
caracter propio de creacion. Mestizaje de cocinas, mestizaje de 
razas, mestizaje de culturas. Caldo denso de civilizacion que 
borbotea en el fogon del Caribe
Acaso se piense que la cubanidad haya que buscarla en esa salsa 
de nueva y sintética suculencia formada por la fusion de los 
linajes humanos desleidos en Cuba, pero no, la cubanidad no esta 
solamente en el resultado sino también en el mismo proceso 
complejo de su formaciôn, desintegrativo e integrativo, en los 
elementos substanciales entrados en accion, en el ambiente en que 
se opera y en las vicisitudes de su transcurso".
Fernando Ortiz. 1939 Factores Humanos de la cubanidad. Revista 
Minestre Cubana. No. 2, Vol. XLV. Marzo-Abril Ciclo del Centro 
de Formaciôn Civica Religiosa No. 2 "Vivimos en Sociedad" Tema 
No. 5.
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Transculturation
Con todo ello se ha hecho nuestro ajiaco... Mestizaje de cocinas, 
mestizaje de razas, mestizaje de culturas. caldo denso de 
civilizacion que borbollea en el fogon del Caribe.» Con esto 
deducimos que la forma de cocinar el Ajiaco nos la ensenaron los 
negros esclavos con «su técnica cocinera
"es un ajiaco", "ante todo, una cazuela abierta. Eso es Cuba, la isla, 
la olla puesta al fuego de los trôpicos. Cazuela singular la de 
nuestra tierra, que ha de ser de barro muy abierta. Luego fuego de 
llama ardiente y fuego de ascua y lento, para dividir en dos la 
cocedura tal como ocurre en Cuba, siempre a fuego de sol pero 
con ritmo de dos estaciones: Iluvia y seca, calidez y templanza. Y 
ahi van las sustancias de los mas diversos géneros y procedencias. 
La Indiana nos dio el maiz, la papa, la malanga, el boniato, la yuca 
y el aji picante... con carne de jutia, de iguana, de cocodrilo, de 
majâes, de tortugas. Los castellanos desecharon esas carnes indias 
y pusieron las suyas. Ellos trajeron con sus calabazas y sus nabos, 
las carnes frescas de res, los tasajos, las cecinas y el lacôn. Y todo 
ello fue a dar sustancias al nuevo ajiaco de Cuba. Con los blancos 
de Europa llegaron los negros de Africa y estos nos aportaron 
guineas, plâtanos, names y su técnica cocinera. Y luego los 
asiâticos, con sus misteriosas especies de oriente, luego los 
franceses con su ponderaciôn de sabores que amortiguô la 
causticidad del pimiento salvaje y los angloamericanos con sus 
mecânicas domésticas que simplificaron las cocinas y quieren 
metalizar y convertir en caldera de su "Stândar" el cacharro de 
tierra que nos fuera dado por la naturaleza junto con el fogaje del 
trôpico para calentarlo, el agua de sus cielos para el caldo y el 
agua de sus mares para la salpicadura del salero. Con todo ello se 
ha hecho nuestro nacional ajiaco".
Chapter 5 
Julio page 122
La gente ya sabe mas anteriormente le gente no sabia mucho de la 
salsa. La gente ahora ya sabe de donde viene el cantante de 
donde viene el grupo anteriormente la gente no sabia el nombre 
de las canciones. Ahora la gente sabe quien las canta "lloraras" 
que les gustan mucho sabe que es de Oscar D'Leon. Saben mas, 
han leido mas han ido hasta Cuba ya a Nueva York anteriormente 
no tenian ese conocimiento.
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Chapter 7 
Page 165 Julio:
En Colombia es muy natural, se escucha en la radio se va a una 
fiesta y se escucha la salsa. Y la influecia de la radio y de los 
amigos, es muy alii. Y realimente si te gusta lo tomas y si no no. 
Pero esta alrededor tuyo.
Page 169 Julio
Es cultura, es la nuestra cultura, de los Latinos que estaban en los 
estados unidos, Los portoriquenos, de los colombianos de los 
dominicanos de todos.")
Page 170 Adriana
"Yo me considero latina, pero me considero tambien differnte a los 
colombianos o los venezuelanos.. .ecuatorianos y cubanos, porque 
bailamos muy poca salsa en Argentina...Osea ... la salsa el merengue 
es de ellos."
Page 170 Adriana
"la gente me considéra latina... hace un aho que bailo y una 
inglesa ...no puede creer que yo en un aho y a conozca las 
canciones y baile como bailo, no porque baile super bien pero lo 
he llevado dentro de mi y es mas facil para mi por que yo no estoy 
tan inhibida, a mi no me da miedo bailar con nadie...para los 
ingleses tienen que pasar demasiadas barreras para llegar a lo que
yo lo pasado rapidito.... porque yo lo llevo...soy latina y so y  y
no me da verguenza bailar con la gente porque dicen que para 
nosotros el contacte fisico no es como para los ingleses. En ese 
sentido yo tengo menos barreras que un ingles.
Chapter 8
Page 205 Susana
cuando bajas la escalera de Salsa a la izquierda, al lado de la 
banda, tienes toda la gente latina, los ecuatorianos, los 
venezuelanos, los colombianos, siempre agrupaditos de aquel 
lado. Despues al lado de la derecha, al lado de la banda esta lleno 
de personas negras, hay muchos Angoleses, muchos de Nigeria o 
de Ingleses tambien porque cuando digo las personas de color....Y 
despues tambien se agrupan de otro ladito para aca de la 
izquierda muchos Arabes. Hay algunos amigos mios que se 
quedan por ahi que son Arabes. Y despues los que bajan a la 
noche, que son marios y todos estos que vienen despues a la 
noche despues de sus clases, ellos se van a la derecha y se hacen 
un grupito ahi, abajo del balconcito y ahi se ponen a bailar todos y
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corren un poco las mesas y arman un tipo de circulo donde ellos 
se hacen sus pequenos shows
Page 209 Susana
No me gusta el Bar Rumba.. .hay mucha gente que viene a beber nada 
mas. La gente que termina en las oficinas de trabajar y sale y lo unico 
que quieren es beber, y estan en medio."
Page 210 Susana
"nunca voy antes de las 12, porque antes de las doce la gente se pone a 
beber y hay demasiada gente, no se puede bailar... despues de las 12 
la gente empieza irse, porque tienen que trabajar el dia siguiente o 
para cojer el ultimo tren, lo que sea entonces luego es cuando queda 
mas espacio y ya si se puede bailar."
Page 214 Susana
luego tienes a los tipicos que han oido de la Salsa y se creen que se 
pueden conseguir mujeres muy facilmente... los tipicos que vienen a 
beber y te estan dando la vara toda la noche.
Page 215 Susana
"Ahora el Mambo Inn me parece una especie de casa de putas. Parece 
que la gente fuera alii con el tema del sexo."
Page 223 Susana
Luego hay gente que van alii solo porque les gusta la musica, el 
ambiente pero no se meten con nadie, estan alii al lado de la bara, 
bebiendo, tomando algo, hablando con amigos solo porque les gusta la 
musica, le gusta el ambiente".
Page 224 Susana
El grupo de gente que a oido de la Salsa y van a ver de que va la cosa. 
Quieren ver a la gente bailar y son curiosos. Beben pero se paran a 
mirar o hablan contigo, se acercan, dicen_donde se puede ir a bailar, 
o... a aprender.
Page 229 Susana
En algunas clases todavia la gente ensena Merengue, como una 
especie de "warmup" o entrenamiento para lo que luego va ser la salsa. 
Te meten un poco de merengue. Porque el merengue es muy sencillo. 
Todo el mundo puede hacerlo entonces les da confianza a la gente 
para seguir bailando".
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Chapter 9
Page 260 Adriana
Si vas a un lugar colombiano como A Guayando, como El Barco 
Latino, no pasa eso porque la gente va a bailar normal. La gente va a 
bailar de otra forma, va para divertirse o para charlar. Cuando uno 
esta charlando no puedes estar dando cuatro vueltas, ni haciendo 
estos cross body leads ni nada porque no puedes.
Page 262 Adriana
Me gustaria saber para el que no es en su idioma como ellos lo toman, 
porque para mi es importantisimo. Cuando estoy bailando a una 
cancion con alguien y yo estoy escuchando y se que estan hablando 
del amor, yo me compenetro en esa cancion, entonces lo bailo con 
alguien y si me gusta la persona, como amigo entiendes, solo por 
bailar un poco romantico...porque me compenetro en que es lo que 
dice la cancion. Entonces yo pienso, el que no entiende lo que esta 
diciendo la cancion o le cuesta entender lo que yo entiendo por mas 
que escuche la musica. Para mi es importante. Por eso te digo que 
muchos de los ingleses, en ese sentido, solo comprenden la musica y el 
baile. Para mi, la palabra y lo que dice. No es lo mismo que alguien
que este bailando, cantando, que este tocando por ejemplo, hay
una cancion de Ruben Blades que es tan significative lo que dice y es 
tan profundo algunas de las letras, que yo lo voy a entender de otra 
forma que alguien que no entienda lo que esta diciendo. Y por ahi, 
otras personas o yo lo bailo de una forma a veces con mas intensidad 
por lo que dice".
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